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ABSTRACT 
 
This qualitative study focused on retired school principals’ involvement in special 
education.  More specifically, it explored various ways former principals conceived of their 
leadership identity and accounted for their level of involvement in special education and with 
students identified or identifying as disabled.  The following research question guided this study: 
How do former principals account for their involvement with special education and/or disability?  
The study’s subquestions were: What are principals’ accounts of being, becoming, and remaining 
involved with special education and/or with disability?; In what ways do principals attend to 
special education and/or disability?; and How do principals conceive of their leadership identity 
given their accounts of involvement with special education and/or disability? 
Narratives shared by former principals regarding what it means to be involved with 
special education and/or disability and relationships between conceptions of involvement and 
identities served as the primary source of data.  These conceptions included, but were not limited 
to, perceived ways principals’ viewed their attentiveness and commitment to special education.  
In this study leadership identity was understood as a professional identity in relationship to one’s 
identities and in response to others’ identities.  Employing a phenomenographic approach, 
findings were grouped into pools of meanings, labeled as categories of description, and presented 
in an outcome space—a visual representation of results illustrating how participants experienced 
and attributed variation in meaning to the research phenomenon. 
 Findings revealed former principals accounted for their involvement with special 
education and/or disability through professional responses, risk-taking, and working toward the 
	 viii 
social transformation of their schools.  Participants experienced involvement as active presence, 
critical reflection, advocacy, and resistance.  Findings suggested principal involvement in special 
education is influenced by their experiences with disability and relationships with individuals 
with disabilities.  Furthermore, participants experienced identity through compassion, learning, 
spirituality, and dis/abled-ness. 
 This study also revealed a nexus between participants’ confidence and involvement, 
suggesting the greater participants’ confidence to lead in special education, the more directly 
involved they were with and among students with disabilities; the less confident, the more they 
assumed a “supportive” role leading in this area.  Personal experiences with disability—that was, 
participants having a child with a disability and/or having a disability themselves—facilitated 
increased leadership involvement.  Participants who conceived leadership identity through a 
sense of spirituality and dis/abled-ness were more inclined to take risks and work toward socially 
transforming their schools.  Discussion of how leadership preparation programs can recruit and 
prepare school leaders by focusing conversations around role expectations associated with 
leadership in special education is provided.  Future research should consider how a leader’s 
identity affects leadership of students with disabilities and address the unique positionality of 
principals who are also parents of children with disabilities.  
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CHAPTER ONE: 
INTRODUCTION 
Through others we become ourselves.  
—Lev Vygotsky, The Genesis of Higher Mental Functions 
 Principals are increasingly viewed as instructional leaders responsive to and accountable 
for meeting the social, emotional, and behavioral needs of every student, including students with 
disabilities (Bays & Crockett, 2007; Frick, Faircloth, & Little, 2013; Frost & Kersten, 2011).  
Yet scholarly attention underscoring the significance of leadership with regard to special 
education is disparate, often foregrounded on principals’ ability to lead in response to federal 
accountability mandates (Bakken, O’Brian, & Shelden, 2006; Provost, Boscardin, & Wells, 
2010).  Furthermore, preparing knowledgeable and confident principals to lead students with 
disabilities remains a challenge.  Despite demands for public schools to operate under more 
inclusive paradigms (Black & Simon, 2014; Frattura & Capper, 2006), leadership preparation is 
informed by separate general and special education policy and instructional delivery frameworks 
as opposed to a unified education system approach (Burrello, Sailor, & Kleinhammer-Tramill, 
2013).  Increased attention to understanding how leadership is conceived and practiced among 
various student populations can prompt those in leadership roles to (re)interpret their identity vis-
à-vis conceptions of their intergroup leadership practices (Crow, Day, & Møller, 2017; Rhodes & 
Greenway, 2010). 
 This study aimed to better understand educational leadership with regard to special 
education.  It focused on former principals, namely how they involved themselves as an 
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administrator in special education and with students identified or identifying as disabled.  More 
pointedly, I was interested in understanding better what compels principals to be attentive to 
special education and the conceptions of leadership identity they construct in accounting for their 
attentiveness and overall involvement in their leadership role.  
 In order to situate the background of this study, I provide an historical overview of the 
inception of special education in the United States and the emergence of leadership designated to 
serve special education.  Recent developments concerning the rise and decline of the special 
education leadership role and the shift in leadership theory attentive to identity theory is 
presented, followed by a discussion of the purpose of the study, the problem and rationale 
statements, and the conceptual framework.  Additionally, assumptions I bring to this research are 
presented as well as definitions of terms and a brief outline of this dissertation.   
Background of the Study 
 Policy and professional endeavors continue to safeguard students with disabilities’ 
educative rights in the form of initiatives such as Response-to-Intervention (RTI) (Bineham, 
Shelby, Pazey, & Yates, 2014; Fuchs & Fuchs, 2010; Palladino, 2013; Sansosti, Noltemeyer, & 
Goss, 2010; Wiener & Soodak, 2008) and behavioral and disciplinary regulations for students 
with disabilities (Richter, Lewis, & Hagar, 2012; Skiba, Simmons, Ritter, Gibb, Rausch, 
Cuadrado, & Chung, 2008; Van Acker, Boreson, Gable, Potterton, 2005).  However, the field of 
special education leadership is at an impasse, burrowed in contemporary efforts to address 
principal shortages, continual shifts in general and special education standards and licensure 
requirements for principals, and how best to prepare principals to deal with complex policy 
changes and knowledge needed to administer special education (Lashley & Boscardin, 2003).  
Attention given to the history and state of the field of leadership in special education is 
	 3 
instructive for understanding changes in leadership roles and expectations, where emphasis is 
placed on the work of principals in schools. 
Rise of Special Education Leadership 
 During the early 1900s, decades before the zeitgeist of the civil rights era to which 
“[s]pecial education...owes a debt...” (Skiba et al., 2008, p. 264), administrators were assigned to 
manage “feeble-minded,” “retarded,” and “disabled” children in institutions (Pazey & Yates, 
2012; Winzer, 1993).  Widespread reaction to illnesses and permanent disability wrought by the 
polio and tuberculosis outbreaks, World War I, the Great Depression, and World War II stoked 
changes in societal beliefs and attitudes toward persons of disability (Winzer, 1993).  Facilitated 
by the emergence of intelligence testing and the eugenics movement of this period (Winzer, 
1993), students with mental (and physical) disabilities were placed in separate “ungraded” 
classes (Kobe, 2002).  These classes were initiated in the New York City schools system and 
taught by Elizabeth Farrell around 1906, who was later recognized as the nation’s first special 
education administrator (Kobe, 2002; Pazey & Yates, 2012; Winzer, 1993). 
 Minoritized students’ and students with disabilities participation in public schools 
burgeoned as lawsuits and legislative advancements occurred in the 1950s-60s (Martin, Martin, 
& Terman, 1996).  (I use the term minoritized in place of minority to illustrate social constructs 
that function to marginalize certain groups of people.)  The landmark Brown v. Board of 
Education (1954) decision and the National Defense Education Act of 1958 converged to exert 
pressure on federal, state, and local governments to hire administrators with specialized 
knowledge and skills to educate students with disabilities (Crockett, 2002; Martin, Martin, & 
Termin, 1996; Pazey & Yates, 2012).  In addition, as the advent of and increase in students 
identified as “learning disabled”, coined by Dr. Samuel Kirk, surged alongside of changing 
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social conditions caused by the civil rights movement and Vietnam War throughout the 1960s-
70s (Kobe, 2002; Winzer, 1993; Pazey & Yates, 2012), the field of education administration 
recognized substantive need to train administrators capable of leading education programs for 
students with disabilities (Pazey & Yates, 2012).  In 1970, At the federal level funding for 
special education leadership preparation allowed the “U.S. Office of Education Bureau of 
Education for the Handicapped (BEH) [to] award a planning grant to the University Council for 
Educational Administration (UCEA) to develop the General—Special Education Administration 
Consortium [GSEAC]” (Crockett, 2002, p. 159).  Drawing from Jones and Wilkerson (1975), 
Crockett (2002) claimed the goal of the GSEAC was “to stimulate innovative preparation 
programs for general and special education administrators and to promote the integration of the 
two fields” (p. 159).  During this time period institutions of higher education that comprised the 
initial UCEA consortium housed nearly half the university preparation programs in the U.S. 
responsible for training special education administrators (Pazey & Yates, 2012).  
 The rise of (parent) advocacy groups whose influences resulted in lawsuits (e.g., 
Pennsylvania Association for Retarded Children v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, 1971; Mills 
v. Board of Education, 1972) and the passage of EAHCA in 1975 helped strengthened students 
with disabilities rights (Itkonen, 2009; Martin, Martin, & Termin, 1996).  In spite of efforts that 
led to increases in special education administrators during the mid-1970s, “only 6 out 50 states 
had certification requirements for special education administration” (Pazey & Yates, 2012, p. 
29).  The role of hiring “special” education administrators to address matters pertinent to 
students with disabilities was reserved for general education administrators and set in motion the 
establishment of a bifurcated system of administrative practice (Crockett, 2002; Pazey & Yates, 
2012).  By the end of the 1970s special education administrators were still disproportionately 
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accountable for the administration of program delivery services for students with disabilities 
(Crockett, 2002: Pazey & Yates, 2012). 
 Systemic integration of students with disabilities in public schools was/is legislated under 
the aegis of the Education for All Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA, 1975) and its 
reauthorizations as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 1990, 1997, 2000).  
The passing of EAHCA and additional policy shifts of the 1980s-90s further altered how general 
and special education administrators performed their roles and responsibilities (Crockett, 2002, 
& Pazey & Yates, 2012; Martin, Martin, & Terman, 1996).  Enacted under the Reagan 
Administration, the Regular Education Initiative “called for greater partnership between general 
and special education,” urging increased collaboration and responsibility among every 
administrator to oversee the education of all children (Martin, Martin, & Terman, 1996).  
 As greater national focus was given to improving the lives of all Americans with 
disabilities (Americans with Disabilities Act, 1990) and, from an education policy perspective, 
the “mainstreaming” of students with disabilities in public schools, the closure of center schools 
rose (Pazey & Yates, 2012).  Alongside such closures subsequent reauthorizations of the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (2004, 2007) provided even stronger 
educational and legal protections for students with disabilities, requiring state and local 
education agencies (SEAs and LEAs) to rely increasingly on school principals that did not have 
training in special education or special education leadership certification to ensure compliance 
with the law (Pazey & Yates, 2012).  Owing to the passage of IDEA, SEAs and LEAs—and 
therefore principals—were held accountable for educating students with disabilities in the least 
restrictive environment (Lashley, 2007).   
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 In addition, No Child Left Behind (2002) placed stringent demands on principals and 
held them even more accountable for every child’s learning through measurement and reporting 
of student subgroups, including exceptional student education (ESE) as a subgroup (DiPoala & 
Walter-Thomas, 2003).  These measurements have been tied to school grades and performance 
that reflect on school leadership.  The expansion of students with disabilities in public schools 
and new accountability frameworks shed light on the need to improve national educational 
leadership licensure standards, leading to further reductions in separate special education 
leadership licensure offered by states and institutions of higher education (Lashley & Boscardin, 
2003).  According to Lashley and Boscardin (2003), leadership programs once responsible for 
licensing special education administrators have been absorbed by those traditionally responsible 
for training general education administrators.  Further, changes to how special education 
administrators are recruited, licensed, and trained have influenced the lack of preparation 
available for teacher pre-service programs and other special education personnel (Lashley & 
Boscardin, 2003).  With the passage of time advances in societal perceptions, education policies, 
leadership preparation, and various roles principals are expected to perform on behalf of every 
student diminished the need for special education leadership in separate schools for students 
identified as disabled. 
Purpose of Study and Research Questions 
 The purpose of this study was to better understand the involvement of former principals 
in special education.  More specifically, I aimed to explore variation in the ways former 
principals accounted for their involvement in special education with students identified or 
identifying as disabled and conceived of their leadership identity.  The following question guided  
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this study and was used heuristically: How do former principals account for their involvement 
with special education and/or disability?  The subquestions were: 
1. What are principals’ accounts of being, becoming, and remaining involved with special 
education and/or disability?  
2. In what ways do principals attend to special education and/or disability? 
3. How do principals conceive of their leadership identity given their accounts of 
involvement with special education and/or disability? 
The phenomenon under inquiry in this study was “involvement with special education 
and/or disability,” namely various conceptions or meanings held by participants regarding what 
it meant to be involved with special education and/or disability and the relationships between 
conceptions of involvement and identities.  Conceptions of involvement included, but were not 
limited to, perceived ways participants found personal relevance to engage through attentiveness 
and commitment (i.e., actions connected to emotional attachment and potentially influenced by 
their sense of competence and confidence in their leadership) in direct, hands-on leadership in 
special education and with students with disabilities.  Additionally, leadership was understood as 
a professional identity role that changed (i.e., capability, confidence) in relationship to one’s 
social identities and in response to others’ social identities in context and over time.  The 
accounts of retired principals were the primary sources of data.  
Findings revealed former principals accounted for their involvement with special 
education and/or disability through an experienced awareness that included professional 
responses, taking risks, and working toward the social transformation of their schools—that is, 
building a more inclusive and respectful school culture.  Marton (1981) suggested awareness in 
phenomenographic research attempts to capture the object of understanding or experience (the 
	 8 
phenomenon), and this cannot be severed from the way it is understood or experienced.  An 
individual can have different ways of experiencing the world, what Marton and Booth (1997) 
referred to as awareness.  Participants experienced involvement as active presence, critical 
reflection, advocacy, and resistance.  Findings also evinced principal involvement in special 
education is influenced by their experiences with disability and relationships with individuals 
with disabilities.  Further, participants constructed identity through compassion, learning, 
spirituality, and dis/abled-ness.   
Statement of the Problem  
Amid declines in programs designed to train and license principals in special education 
leadership (Lashley & Boscardin, 2003) has emerged expanded need in the field of educational 
leadership to prepare principals capable of providing competent and confident leadership in 
special education (DiPaola & Walther-Thomas, 2003; Stevenson-Jacobson, Jacobson, & Hilton, 
2006).  Flaccid knowledge, confidence, and involvement of leadership with respects to students 
with disabilities affects (aspirant) principals who identify as ready for or continually interested in 
the principalship (Angelle & Bilton, 2009; Crockett, Becker, & Quinn, 2009), how they enact 
self-efficacy (McHatton, Boyer, Shaunessy, Terry, & Farmer, 2010), and maintain emotional 
attachment to their work (Blackmore, 2011; DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 2003; Gronn & 
Lacey, 2004; Kelchtermans, Piot, & Ballet, 2011).  Despite such concerns, some argue the field 
continues to operate on dubious leadership theories that fail to adequately prepare principals to 
deal with the confounding nature of school leadership (Crow, Day, & Møller, 2017; Lumby & 
English, 2009).  According to Lumby and English (2009), explorations into leadership identity  
can potentially fill a void in educational leadership development while helping educational 
leaders establish a “sense of coherence, worth, and belonging...” (p. 95) in their role.  
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Rationale for the Study  
 The extent to which studies have offered insights into leadership and involvement in 
special education and with students with disabilities attend primarily to correlational 
relationships between principals’ (in)formal preparation and on-the-job experiences derived from 
surveys.  In such research principals rate or rank perceptions of their preparedness and 
effectiveness based on preselected responsibilities deemed essential to leadership in special 
education (e.g., Christensen, Robertson, Williamson, & Hunter, 2013; Lasky & Karge, 2006; 
Petzko, 2008).  Moreover, principals frame conceptions of leadership in special education 
spanning a range of “unmet” needs (Schaaf, Williamson, & Novak, 2015), as opposed to other 
ways of being and becoming involved (i.e., actions connected to emotional attachments and 
potentially influenced by their sense of competence and confidence).  Nor does literature 
illuminate principals’ understanding of how identity influences their competence and thus 
practice toward confidence in their leadership role in special education.  Given this, there is an 
absence of research central to principals’ accounts of their sense of leadership identity and 
involvement in special education with students identified and identifying as disabled.  This calls 
for more research into first-person accounts of principals who have taken on an involved 
leadership role(s) in special education to better understand involvement as the development and 
outcome of leadership preparation in professional identity forming contexts.  Understanding 
sources of principal involvement and identity with respects to special education and disability 
can inform educational leadership preparation and practices.  
Conceptual Framework  
 While exploring the research questions, the framework I employed facilitated 
investigation into former principals’ conceptions of involvement in special education, 
	 10 
particularly different meanings between their experiences of leadership involvement and 
identities (see Figure 1.1).  Further, considering the variability of participants’ experiences, and 
to better understand rudimentary and complex notions associated with identity, I examined tenets 
of identity theory and social identity theory.  Focused attention was also given to literature that 
interrogates identity within organizations, notably organizational identity and professional 
identity.  Lastly, literature foregrounding leadership identity and the two major models of 
disability (i.e., medical and social models) were used to help frame the purview of this study.  
Identity Theory 
 Over the years my questioning of principals’ involvement has been influenced by 
personal musings of why, how, and if they associated various conceptions and meanings of their 
identity with interactions among groups of students (in this case students in special education) 
Figure 1.1. Special education(al) leadership involvement. 
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they may or may not identify with.  Deaux (1993) claimed, “identity lends itself to a variety of 
interpretations” (p. 4) in everyday language and is used ubiquitously across disciplines.  
Beijaard, Meijer, and Verloop  (2004) suggested identity and self are used interchangeably.  
However, Stryker and Burke (2000) highlighted three generally accepted uses of identity: to refer 
to a people’s culture; to refer to those who share a common group or social identification; and in 
relation to a self comprised of meanings connected to different roles people perform in society 
(p. 284). 
 Identity theory holds we live in structured societies (named and classified) and interact in 
organized and patterned relationships as individuals and in groups (Hogg, Terry, & White, 1995; 
Stryker & Burke, 2000).  We assume positional roles in society suffused with variant meanings 
and expectations, particularly among others with whom we are in close relationship, and these 
meanings and expectations establish structured behavior norms (Stets & Burke, 2000; Stryker & 
Burke, 2000).  As such, Stryker and Burke (2000) argued, “identities are internalized role 
expectations” (p. 286) that can be better understood as  “cognitive schemas—internally stored 
information and meanings serving as frameworks for interpreting experience” (p. 286).  Yet Stets 
and Burke (2000) acknowledged our sense of identity is reflexive, embodied in many 
contradictory parts or selves as roles, and is contingent upon its salience, or “...the probability 
that an identity will be invoked across a variety of situations, or alternatively across persons in a 
given situation” (p. 286).  
Furthermore, identity theory seeks to make meaning of roles we occupy and behaviors we 
perform while interacting with others in similar and different roles (Burke & Reitzes, 1981).  
These notions impact our ability to negotiate meanings culled from situations and understandings 
of our own identity, allowing both to function as the basis of role enactment across contexts and 
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among others (Stryker & Burke, 2000).  Thus, our role behaviors are typified through identity 
negotiation as we associate self-meanings and expectations to roles and their connection to 
meanings associated with other social roles (Stets & Burke, 2000).  Additionally, according to 
Stets and Burke (2000), meanings and expectations we develop toward our idea of ‘self’ are 
varied and based on specific roles we are required to activate in particular social contexts and 
situations.  Once we activate an identity, we engage the cognitive process of verifying that 
identity in accordance with the role and expectant behaviors associated a particular identity 
standard, or meanings and norms associated with the role (Stets & Burke, 2000).   
These meanings affect how we enact commitment toward identities we maintain (Stryker 
& Burke, 2000; Stets & Burke, 2000).  Commitment refers not only to the number of individuals 
we are connected to while acting out a unique identity role but also the depth of relationship we 
possess with them (Stryker & Burke, 2000).  According to Stryker and Burke (200), our 
commitment to an identity is “measurable by the costs of losing meaningful relations to others 
should the identity be forgone….[and] reflects density of ties, a characteristic of the social 
structure in which an identity is embedded” (p. 289).  
Social Identity Theory  
Comparable to identity theory, social identity theory posits identity as bounded by 
structured society and intergroup relations (Ethier & Deaux, 1994; Abrams & Hogg, 1998; 
Tajfel, 1979).  According to Stets and Burke (2000), “...how people come to see themselves as 
members of one group/category (the in-group) in comparison with another (the out-group)…” (p. 
226) is central to social identity development.  Additionally, social identity is “that part of an 
individual’s self-concept which derives from his knowledge of his membership of a group (or 
groups) together with the value and the emotional significance attached to the membership” 
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(Tajfel, 1978, p. 63, cited in Van Knippenberg, 2000).  Claims to membership within social 
groups or categories result from “personal meanings associated with those [social] categories” 
(Deaux, 1993, p. 4).  As such, “the particular identity claimed can depend upon situational cues 
that make an identity salient or that fit with one’s own priorities” (Ethier & Deaux, 1994, p. 234).  
In social identity theory, identity saliency entails the extent to which individuals view 
themselves as an exemplar of the social groups in which they claim membership (Stets & Burke, 
2000; Hogg & Hardie, 1992).  Hogg, Terry, and White (1995) claim in order to achieve social 
identity salience, we undergo an identity activation process of “depersonalization, or seeing the 
self as an embodiment of the in-group prototype” (p. 231).  Our social identities are salient when 
we work to influence our membership within a certain group as well as the perceptions and 
behaviors of other group members (Haslam, Oakes, Reynolds, & Turner, 1999).  Ethier and 
Deaux (1994) also note when we use group labels to describe ourselves we are more apt to 
involve ourselves in a group’s culture, deepening our affinity toward and acceptance of attitudes 
and behaviors demonstrated by members of our in-group categories.  However, ownership of our 
social identities is more mutable the longer we remain connected to particular social contexts 
(Ethier & Deaux, 1994). 
According to Stets & Burke (2000), various factors have been examined (i.e., self-
esteem, self-efficacy, self-consistency, and self-regulation) (p. 33) to understand their effects on 
a person’s commitment to their social identity.  Cast, Stets, and Burke (1999) and Stets (1997) 
argued we hold commitments to our social identities through group membership because we seek 
to feel significant to others (self-esteem) and knowledgeable and effective (self-efficacy).  
However, Ellison (1993) purported our desire to feel valued and important is not just a matter of 
being able to identify with a group; it also results from a group’s reception of us as individuals, 
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enhancing our actions “to promote acceptance through appropriate behavioral 
enactments…fulfilling (sic)[our] need to feel competent” (Stets & Burke, 2000, p. 233). 
Considering the interconnectedness of both identity theories, as Stets and Burke (2000) 
suggested, I envision their differences “more in emphasis than in kind, and that linking the two 
theories can establish a more fully integrated view of the self” (p. 224).  Further, I accept their 
view “one always and simultaneously occupies a role and belongs to a group, so that role 
identities and social identities are always and simultaneously relevant to, and influential on, 
perceptions, affect, and behavior” (p. 228).  As participants in this study made sense of their 
varied experiences, the confluence of these theories was used to elucidate meanings principals 
adduced to their identity and leadership involvement in special education.   
Organizational Identity 
  Organizational identity employs tenets of social identity theory to investigate leaders’ 
efforts to not only establish a broad institutional image for their company but also to understand 
how individuals perceive their own identity within the context of the organization (Albert, 
Ashforth, & Dutton, 2000; Ashforth & Mael, 1989; DeRue & Ashford, 2010; Hogg & Terry, 
2000; Van Knippenberg, 2000).  Organizational identity entails exploring how individuals make 
meaning of the interactions with others and how such interactions are influenced by broader 
organizational structures.  For instance, while endeavoring to build and sustain the identity and 
image of a school, principals serve as the public face of the organization (Møller, 2012).  
Principals are responsible for managing their school’s identity, an identity contingent upon 
public perception influenced by various factors.   
 Further, according Scriber and Crow (2012), how a school is perceived (its identity) as an 
organization can be accepted and renounced by teachers, students, district leaders (e.g., its in-
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group), as well as by parents, business leaders, community and political leaders (e.g., its out-
group).  Discourses and interactions principals enact with organizational members can alter 
perceptions about themselves and others (Gee, 2000).  Literature spanning disparate theories, 
disciplines, and organizational contexts can help inform principals’ understanding of how their 
involvement in special education and with students with disabilities influences their leadership 
identity—and/or vice versa—in relation to the pursuit of their institutional goals.  
Professional Identity 
 Since earlier seminal research explored by Becker and Carper (1956), professional 
identity has been studied widely to understand how individuals internalize their vocational 
identity (Seemiller & Priest, 2015).  Professional identity entails a process of constructing an 
identity with respects to the ways principals view their work performance and how other affirm 
their effectiveness as job-embedded abilities (Crow, Day, & Møller 2017; Scribner & Crow, 
2012).  Moreover, principals appraise the vibrancy of their professional identity based on the 
extent to which they build trusting relationships among various constituents (Crow, Day, & 
Møller 2017; Scribner & Crow, 2012).  
Disability Perspectives  
Disability may be understood according to belief frameworks, or models, explored in 
education leadership preparation programs, school districts, and among the general public.  
These models of disability, which detail assumptive historical, philosophical, and political views 
about disability, are used to explicate how and why societies perceive disability and, 
consequently, interact with individuals with disabilities in (de)humanizing ways (Michalko, 
2002; Smart, 2009; Shakespeare, 2006).  While multiple disability models exist in the literature, I  
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present commonly shared views of the leading disability frameworks, the medical and social 
models.  
Medical model of disability.  Shakespeare (2006) and Smith and Erevelles (2004) 
contended ideologies and attitudes grounded in the medical model of disability position disability 
as a disorder in need of treatment.  Proponents of this perspective consider disability a matter of 
biological dissimilarity, differences between typical and atypical individuals (Smart, 2009).  
Clapton and Fitzgerald (1997) suggested views pedestrian within this model promote individuals 
with disabilities have an affliction that requires them to seek myriad forms of medical (or 
otherwise) intervention.  Further, individuals with disabilities are viewed as patients whose 
disability causes persistent suffrage, especially given the profundity of their physical, mental, or 
emotional condition (Michalko, 2002; Smith & Erevelles, 2004).  Longmore (2003) argued 
through various rehabilitative and other related services individuals with disabilities are 
considered capable of improving their abnormality, thus gaining increased access to more a 
normalized state of personhood.  Furthermore, according to Anastasiou and Kauffman (2011), 
adherents of the medical model consider disability the problem of or caused by the individual, 
and society should not be expected to take part in a broader role of providing services for 
disabled individuals.  
 Social model of disability.  According to Shakespeare (2006), the social model of 
disability accounts for varying discourses and social interactions enacted by individuals and 
persons with disabilities.  Within this framework, disability is considered socially constructed, 
and attempts are made to dismantle medicalized and dehumaninizing narratives, attitudes, and 
behaviors that position the human body as abnormal (Shakespeare, 2006; Hughes & Paterson, 
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1997).  Based on this model, disability is a quotidian part of life and therefore should be not 
considered a condition upon which persons are considered inhuman (Longmore, 2003).   
 Antithetical to discourses consistent in the medical model that hold disability is an 
aberration of the natural body (Michalko, 2002), adherents of the social model believe in the 
importance of advocating conceptual (and lived) understanding of variance between human 
impairment and disability (Shakespeare, 2006).  Shakespeare (2006) argued, “[t]he former is 
individual and private, the latter is structural and public” (p. 198).  Michalko (2002) noted 
impairment exists within any person given the person’s specific life and circumstantial 
experiences.  In addition, proponents of social model claim literature and research on disability 
should be driven by meanings and experiences of people with disabilities as opposed to how 
others contend this topic and experience ought to be pursued (Longmore, 2003).  
 Additionally, within the social model, advocates call for the use of person first language.  
According to Blaska (1993), “the philosophy of using person first language demonstrates respect 
for people with disabilities by referring to them first as individuals, and then referring to their 
disability when needed” (p. 27).  Furthermore, drawing from Agosto’s (2014) critique, I 
occasionally refer to disability using a slash between dis and ability to implicate “the network of 
beliefs, practices, and processes that situate the body as perfectible and dis/ability as diminished 
state of being” (p. 4).     
 Beliefs and attitudes principals hold about special education and disability can influence 
their social interaction and leadership involvement with students with disabilities.  Moreover, 
principals’ experiences with disability in relation to their involvement with students with 
disabilities can influence how they conceive and experience leadership identity.  This study’s 
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framework provides a way understanding how principals experienced involvement in special 
education and or disability in relation to their leadership identity. 
Background of the Researcher  
 My earliest lessons concerning disability were based on my family’s treatment of Uncle 
Edward.  My brother and I were often told not to bother him, though we noisily ran the hallway 
outside of his bedroom.  I remember hearing his muted laughter on the other side of his bedroom 
door whenever he saw or heard something funny on television.  I liked this side of Uncle Edward 
because I sensed he was enjoying life at that moment.  Yet there were other moments when he 
argued with family members and threatened to inflict bodily harm upon them.  Once, he became 
physically violent as he argued with my mother; he hit her head with a ceramic vase, which 
caused her to get sutures.  Thereafter he was hospitalized and for years to come would transition 
in and out of hospitals and treatment facilities for being physically aggressive and threatening 
toward family, neighbors, and strangers.   
 Experiencing my family’s rejection of Uncle Edward felt wrong.  I did not like it when he 
was left out of family events, when others talked about wanting him gone, and when my 
grandparents felt pressured to defend him.  Few within my family, besides my grandparents, 
desired to be involved with improving his life.  Since then, I have questioned if his and others’ 
experiences would have been different had we all taken time to better understand one another 
and purposefully involve ourselves in each other’s lives.  As time passed my worldview has been 
undergirded by a moral and spiritual imperative and influenced by divergent aspects of my 
identity and related experiences, such as being a Black male educator in special education. 
 After six years as a teacher I began to pursue career advancement in educational 
leadership.  I obtained credentials necessary to become a school administrator but came to 
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believe I was also excluded by barriers often experienced by those from underrepresented 
minoritized groups when attempting to enter into district and school administrative positions.  
After multiple attempts to enter the assistant principal pool within my school district, I noticed I 
was not the only minoritized person who experienced such difficulty.  I personally knew several 
other minoritized teachers who felt marginalized by the school district’s assistant principal 
pipeline process.  Rather than choosing to pursue the leadership pipeline experience again, I 
entered a doctoral program in hopes of utilizing my personal and professional experiences to 
inform future school leadership.  In addition to learning and growing from these experiences, I 
have become sensitive to how issues surrounding curricular, instructional, and behavioral needs 
of students with disabilities are discussed by professional educators.  Presently, I have come to 
witness and wonder why some educators and administrators appear more at ease providing 
leadership in special education and/or on behalf of students with disabilities while others seem to 
avoid them altogether. 
Assumptions of the Researcher 
 As the researcher, I bring several assumptions to this study.  First, I assume those 
working in educational leadership roles are not socially confined to their work milieus.  Instead 
they live in broader social contexts not disconnected from their leadership decisions and 
practices but rather are informed by their collective personal (worldly) experiences.  However, I 
do not assume educational leaders are conscious of all influence or interpret their reality through 
the purview of the broader world and thus all social interaction.  I also assume their values, 
beliefs, and experiences inform how they practice leadership with colleagues and students with 
disabilities.  I assume many in educational leadership roles are underprepared to understand 
policies and procedures specific to special education and less confident in their capacity and less 
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inclined to involve themselves in issues pertinent to the leadership affecting special education 
and/or students with disabilities.  My standpoint as a professional special educator and personal 
connection to the research topic presents a bias in favor of a high level involvement and a deep 
commitment to work within special education and in relationship to disability.  This bias can be 
limiting and productive in the analytical process.  
Definitions of Terms  
 The following terms are defined to provide elucidation for the reader.  Definitions of the 
terms were constant and were used for this proposed study unless variants of definitions are 
hereafter offered.  
Categories of description: In phenomenographic research categories of description refer 
to the collective of conceptions that signify various ways individuals experience a particular 
aspect, a phenomenon, of reality (Marton; 1981; Yates, Partridge, & Bruce, 2012).  
Conception(s): The object of focus, the meaning unit, in phenomenographic research.  
Conceptions constitute relationships (meanings) between individuals and their understanding of 
an experienced phenomenon (Marton, 1981).  
Disability: Term used in accordance with the Americans with Disabilities Amendments 
Act of 2008 definition:  
The term ‘disability’ means, with respect to an individual—(A) a physical or mental 
impairment that substantially limits one or more major life activities of such individual; 
(B) a record of such an impairment; or (C) being regarded as having such an impairment. 
(42 U.S.C.A. § 12102(1) (2008)).  
Additionally, for the purpose of this study, I considered disability within the context of the social 
model of disability.  The social model of disability takes the stance disability is socially 
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constructed—that is, it focuses on how various social structures (i.e., curriculum, school 
environments) function to dis/able others (Shakespeare, 2006; Hughes & Paterson, 1997).   
First-order perspective: In phenomenographic research this term refers to how 
individuals conceive various aspects (phenomena) of the world occurring outside of themselves 
and are often taken-for-granted truths about what “really is”  (Marton, 1981; Yates, Partridge, & 
Bruce, 2012). 
Identity: According to Stryker and Burke (2000), identity is often used to refer to a 
people’s culture, to persons who share a common group or social identification, and to a sense of 
self comprised of meanings connected to different roles people perform in society.  Here, identity 
refers to variant meanings of ‘self’ participants invoke in relation to their involvement with 
others (leaders, teachers, students, etc.) they may connect more closely with while engaging in 
the leadership role specific to special education. 
Involvement: Conceptions of involvement include, but are not limited to, ways in which 
principals find personal relevance to engage through attentiveness and commitment (actions 
connected to emotional attachments and potentially influenced by their sense of competence and 
confidence) in direct, hands-on leadership in special education and with students with 
disabilities.  
Leadership Identity: For the purposes of this study, leadership identity is understood as a 
professional identity role that changes (i.e., capability, confidence) in relationship to one’s 
(social) identities and in response to others’ (social) identities. 
Outcome Space: The visual representation of results (i.e., categories of description) in 
phenomenographic research illustrating how individuals experienced and attributed variation in 
meaning to a phenomenon (Marton & Booth, 1997).  
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Phenomenography: “...a research method adapted for mapping the qualitatively different 
ways in which people experience, conceptualise, perceive, and understand various aspects of the 
world around them... [P]henomenography investigates the qualitatively different ways in which 
people experience or think about various phenomena” (Marton, 1986, p.31) 
Pools of Meaning: Sections (i.e., short sentences and extended excerpts of dialogue) from 
transcripts based on participants’ conceptions of the phenomenon under study that are grouped 
into a pile or pool in a table (Marton, 1994).  Developing pools of meaning constitute the 
beginning phase of phenomenographic analysis.  
Principals: Term refers to former principals and assistant principals (i.e., those retired or 
have otherwise vacated their position to pursue employment outside of PreK-12) who worked in 
a direct leadership or supervisory role in special education and with students with disabilities.   
Professional Identity: Citing Beijaard, Meijer, and Verloop (2004), Rhodes and 
Greenway (2010) suggests professional identity “...implies the interaction between both person 
and social context as individuals adopt and adapt professional characteristics depending on the 
necessities of their immediate context and the value they personally place upon these 
characteristics” (pp. 159-160).  While a person’s concept of identity is manifested partially in 
their personal lives and histories, interactions with people in the workplace as well as their work 
experiences influence how they perceive themselves professionally (Busher, 2005).  
Second-order perspective: In phenomenographic research this term refers to how 
individuals conceive of their interactions (experiences) in the world.  This view is not grounded 
on direct, observable statements made by researchers about a phenomenon; rather, this 
perspective is based on various relationships individuals ascribe to their ideas with respects to 
experienced aspects of a phenomenon (Marton, 1981; Reed, 2006)  
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Social Identity: Refers to how individuals claim membership to broad networks of social 
groups or social categories throughout society, and how these categories influence various ways 
individuals defer to these categories to activate their social identity and sense of self, or self-
concept (Mael & Ashforth, 1992).  In this sense, social identity is “that part of an individual’s 
self-concept which derives from his knowledge of his membership of a group (or groups) 
together with the value and the emotional significance attached to the membership” (Tajfel, 
1978, p. 63 cited in Van Knippenberg, 2000).  
Special Education: According the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 
2004) special education is “specially designed instruction, at no cost to the parents, to meet the 
unique needs of a child with a disability… (20 U.S.C. §1401(29)).”  Special education 
“encompasses a range of services and may include one-on-one tutoring, intensive academic 
remediation, services in the general education classroom, and 40-hour Applied Behavior 
Analysis (ABA) programs.  Special education is provided in different settings, including the 
child’s home” (Wright and Wright, 2007, p. 21). 
Students with a disability/ies: Children (students) who meet eligibility criteria for the 
receipt of special education services based on the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
(Wright & Wright, 2007, p. 20). 
 Contributions of Study 
There are a number of contributions I envision culminating from this study.  First, this 
study offers alternative ways of conceptualizing how school principals attend to their level of 
involvement in and across all student populations, based in part on understanding how their 
identity affects social interactions they engage in professional contexts.  Second, this study 
enhances the literature with respects to addressing the importance of educational leadership 
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identity construction and development among educational leaders.  Third, it can help educational 
leadership departments, program directors, and researchers gain knowledge of the attendant role 
identity plays toward influencing schools leaders’ decision-making when responding to 
education policy curricular, instructional, and behavior issues for students.  Finally, this study 
offers a different approach that allows principals to reflect on and consider the vision of 
leadership as an expansion of identity (self) in relation to disability.  
Organization of Dissertation   
 Chapter one provides historical context for the study and elucidates the significance of 
extending conceptualizations of educational leadership involvement and identity with respect to 
the ways principals perform leadership for students with disabilities, emphasizing increased need 
for inquiry into this phenomenon.  Additionally, a statement of the problem and purpose of the 
study underlying the research is provided, as well as the rationale for the study.  This chapter 
also includes the conceptual framework used to frame the study, research questions, background 
of the researcher, research assumptions, limitations, and definition of terms.  
 The review of literature in chapter two informs the development of theoretical 
perspectives, including sensemaking in relation to educators’ notions of leadership preparedness 
and involvement in special education and with students with disabilities.  Specific attention is 
given to definitions of terms used by researchers in education and in other disciplines.  
Suggestions for the immersion of literature and more formal preparation of professional identity 
construction and sensemaking for educational leadership programs in colleges and universities 
are also considered.  
 Chapter three includes a detailed description of the research design utilized for this study.  
The central epistemological approach, theoretical, and axiological perspective(s) comprised to 
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support the framework of this study are addressed, including methods I employed for participant 
selection, interview structure and procedures, and data collection and analysis.  The chapter 
concludes with ethical considerations of the study. 
In chapter four, findings are presented as a summary of the retired principals’ 
professional backgrounds; group vignette and participant profiles; categories of description 
representing different ways participants accounted for their involvement in special education and 
leadership identity; and a depiction of the outcome space showing variation between the ways 
participants experienced conceptions and meanings of leadership involvement in special 
education and leadership identity.   
Chapter five discusses how findings presented in chapter four addressed the research 
questions and adds to the broader conversation of leadership for special education.  I 
contextualize the findings based on literature presented in chapter two, including additional 
literature to substantiate the findings and shed light on issues in the field. 
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CHAPTER TWO:  
 LITERATURE REVIEW 
 The current state of special education leadership preparation emerged from an 
institutional rationale and need for school principals to be uniquely trained to educate students 
with disabilities (Pazey & Yates, 2012).  As these students, relegated to private institutions and 
segregated classes, presence in public and general education increased (Kleinhammer-Tramill, 
Burrello, & Sailor, 2013; Pazey & Yates, 2012; Skiba et al., 2008; Winzer, 1993).  Some have 
advocated for a broader understanding of the history of leadership preparation in special 
education to facilitate greater involvement by school leaders in special education (Crockett, 
Becker, & Quinn, 2009; Pazey & Yates, 2012).  Principals’ leadership skills—the ways in which 
they involve themselves in special education—attributable to the professional growth and 
attrition of special education teachers have been interrogated as well (Smith, Robb, West, & 
Tyler, 2010; Schlichte, Yssel, & Merbler, 2005).   
 Other scholars have investigated principals’ beliefs and attitudes regarding the inclusion 
of students with disabilities (Ball, & Green, 2014; Carter & Hughes, 2006; Crockett, Myers, 
Griffin, & Hollandsworth, 2007; Praisner, 2003), while some have sought to understand better 
the extent to which curriculum such as special education law has been taught in principal 
preparation programs (Protz, 2005).  Notwithstanding entreaty for increased attention to 
understanding professional identity and its concomitant relation to performance in educational 
leadership, this aspect of inquiry remains stymied by unitary, functionalist paradigms (Lumby & 
English, 2009) that privileges theoretical and technical knowledge on leadership preparation.  To 
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facilitate educational leadership development and principals’ involvement in special education, it 
has been suggested leadership preparation “should be an initiation into identity construction and 
subsequent performance, rather than solely aimed at the acquisition of managerial and technical 
knowledge and skills” (Lumby & English, 2009, p. 97). 
The purpose of this literature review is to evoke a more nuanced understanding of what 
fosters involvement (i.e., attentiveness, willingness, and capacity) and confidence among 
principals who practice leadership involving special education and students identified with 
disabilities.  For the purpose of this study, confidence is defined as self-assurance or certainty 
grounded in ones beliefs, knowledge, and thus capacity to lead in special education.  This 
literature review was aimed to answer the question: What do principals view as having promoted 
their sense of confidence to perform well in the area of special education?  This includes 
attending to how principals describe their formal and informal preparation with regard to special 
education, how identity markers (i.e., disability) are considered, and to what they (principals, 
researchers) attribute the development of leadership capacity vis-à-vis special education, or lack 
thereof.  
 Of particular interest to this literature review is principals’ knowledge and issues related 
to special education and their sense of capacity to enact special education leadership (e.g., 
Burdette, 2010; Patterson, Jiang, Chandler, & Chan, 2012; Valeo, 2008).  Research suggested 
outcomes of preparation programs in special education leadership do not necessarily result in 
high confidence or capacity.  That this continues to be a concern is of significance given Hirth’s 
and Valesky’s (1990) influential nationwide survey of educational leadership programs’ content 
requirements, in which they concluded principals lacked adequate preparation in special 
education knowledge.  
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 Nonetheless, few have examined school leadership at the intersection of special 
education, general education, and educational administration (Lashley & Boscardin, 2003), with 
specific attention to practicing principals’ personalized accounts of preparation for special 
education leadership and the relevance of their identities.  To uncover notions of confidence in 
special education leadership, consideration of the ways principals are prepared for such 
leadership warranted investigation (Cobb, 2015; Crockett, Becker, & Quinn, 2009).  
Building Confidence in Special Education Leadership 
 I reviewed the literature at the intersections of special education leadership preparation 
for principals and ways they have provided personal accounts relating to their preparation, 
emphasizing their sense of confidence and capacity to lead in special education.  Finally, I 
conclude with a discussion of the findings and provide recommendations for future practice and 
research.   
After conducting the search for literature, a total of ten article publications were selected 
based on criteria for inclusion (Table 1.1).  To facilitate coding and analysis of the reviewed 
literature, authors’ names were first recorded.  Superscripts were then placed by the authors’ 
names of three studies to signify additional variation across the studies.  In two studies, in 
addition to principals, participant composition included assistant principals, special and 
generation education teachers, assistant superintendents and superintendents, etc.  In another 
study the use of different research methods required further explication.  Three of the ten articles 
were published in 2006, three in 2008, and one each year between 2009-2013, with exceptions 
(none) between the years 2011-2012.  All but two of the ten studies used quantitative methods 
(surveys) to generate and analyze self-reported data.  The remaining two studies employed 
qualitative methods (interviews), which limited the qualitatively different ways researchers were 
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able to describe participants’ preparation and leadership experiences in special education and 
leadership (development) identity markers, discussed in later sections.  
Table 1.1 
Article pool.  
 
Author(s) 
 
Date 
Type of  
Study 
 
Method 
Angelle and Bilton 2009 Quantitative Survey 
Christensen, Robertson, Williamson, and Hunter 2013 Quantitatived  Survey 
Lasky and Karge 2006 Quantitatived Survey 
McHatton, Boyer, Shaunessy, Terry, and Farmer 2010 Quantitative Survey 
Petzkoa 2008 Quantitative Survey 
Robicheau, Haar, and Palladinob 2008 Qualitative Interviews 
Schaaf, Williamson, and Novakc 2015 Quantitative Survey  
Stevenson-Jacobson, Jacobson, and Hilton  2006 Quantitative Survey 
Wakeman, Browder, Flowers, and Ahlgrim-Delzell 2006 Quantitative Survey 
Zaretsky, Moreau, and Faircloth  2008 Qualitative Interviews 
Note. Table design drawn from Cam Cobb (2015), Principals play many parts: a review of the 
research on school principals as special education leaders 2001-2011.  aIncluded assistant 
principals perceptions.  bIncluded superintendents, assistant superintendents, directors of special 
education, assistant principals, and special and general education teachers’ perceptions.  
cIncluded superintendents, assistant superintendents, assistant principals, and directors and 
curriculum and instruction perceptions.  dThese studies also employed qualitative strategies with 
data obtained from open-ended survey questions. Despite other administrators’ views, principals’ 
perceptions, to the greatest extent possible, constituted the focus of analysis when the study was 
reviewed.   
 
Confounded Leadership 
 Confounded Leadership is emblematic of a new, overwhelmed, and marginally 
informed/skilled leadership aspirant.  Four studies are included under this theme, three 
quantitative and one qualitative, that examine principals’ beliefs on their sense of readiness and 
the effectiveness of their leadership preparation program in preparing them to contend with the 
nuances of leading special education programs.  Samples represent principals from southeastern 
and midwestern United States, along with one that represents a national sample. Literature 
emerging within this theme revealed subthemes of novice and (un)trained leadership. 
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 Novice leadership.  Experienced principals’ reflections on their induction into the 
principalship as well as the perspectives of principals who were in first three years of the 
principalship are discussed here.  Angelle and Bilton (2009) investigated perceptions of 
practicing principals to determine their sense of “readiness” (p. 6) to address special education 
issues upon graduating from their leadership preparation programs.  Principals (n=215) from a 
southeastern state, with five to fifteen years in the principalship, participated in this survey 
research.  Angelle and Bilton (2009) sought to determine if internships prepared principals to 
lead in special education and the extent to which new principals felt prepared to handle special 
education issues in comparison to seasoned principals.  The authors’ findings suggested although 
30% of the principals were required to complete an internship, 74% contended their internship 
lasted one semester or less and many (69%) spent less than 50 hours learning about special 
education issues while completing their internship.  Twenty-five percent expressed having spent 
“no time” delving into special education issues.  
 Further, to unpack principals’ “comfort level” (p. 7), or confidence, to lead in special 
education was a comparison was made between principals who completed an internship and 
those who did not.  Given this juxtaposition, findings suggested no statistical significance in the 
confidence levels between these two groups.  However, further comparison based on the number 
of years principals served (five or fewer) and (fifteen or more) was made to determine principals’ 
confidence to lead in special education.  This comparison revealed principals' confidence to lead 
in this area did not improve over time as they grew from novice to more experienced leaders.  In 
addition to this finding, Angelle and Bilton (2009) noted principals indicated completion of no 
(53%) or one (32%) course in special education during their leadership preparation program; 
nine percent reported two classes, and six percent declared taking three courses (p. 7).  While 
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internships and years of experience did not correlate with increased confidence for leading in 
special education, Angelle and Bilton found principals who completed at least one special 
education course in their preparation program experienced increased comfort in dealing with 
special education issues than those who did not.   
 Petzko (2008) researched the significance of providing coursework in special education 
to augment pre-service principals’ confidence levels.  Unlike Angelle and Bilton (2009), Petzko 
(2008) surveyed principals’ perceptions based on specific content provided in their leadership 
program and on other experiences they deemed integral to their success during their first three 
years as principal.  Seventy-seven middle and high school principals and assistant principals who 
attended a national principals’ conference participated in this study.   
 Principals ranked eighteen knowledge and skill domains proposed by the NCPEA 
Connexions Project first based on how important they considered the domains to be for novice 
principals to know and then in comparison to the knowledge and skill they learned in each 
domain in their former leadership program.  Of the eighteen knowledge and skill domains 
considered most important to new principals “Administration of special programs” was ranked 
seventh, eclipsed by: Human relations, Personnel, Educational Leadership, Curriculum, Site 
Leadership, and Organizational Change. 
 While this domain was ranked seventh in importance, principals ranked it fifteenth in 
terms of being a knowledge and skill domain covered in their leadership preparation program. 
Moreover, Petzko (2008) found significant differences in principals’ perceptions of special 
education administration.  She suggested principals with more than fifteen years teaching 
experience prior to being a (assistant) principal “assigned a significantly higher importance 
ranking to the knowledge and skills associated with special programs than did the sample with 
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less than 5 years of teaching experience” (p. 235).  Explicating this discrepancy, Petzko (2008) 
further suggested principals’ perceptions of knowledge and skills needed to administer special 
education is critical to neophyte principals’ ability to be trained appropriately to confront 
systemic complexities associated with special education leadership.  
 (Un)Trained leadership.  Training for principals to develop knowledge and skills to 
confidently lead special education programs is examined in the studies within the subtheme of 
(un)trained leadership.  Administrators’ belief in their training (or lack thereof) and ability to 
administer special education programs was centerpiece to a study conducted by Robicheau, Haar, 
and Palladino (2008).  This study differed from Angelle’s and Bilton’s (2009) and Petzko’s 
(2008) work methodologically to include focus groups, telephone interviews, and a survey of 
leadership preparation coursework offered at surrounding universities.  One hundred 
administrators from the midwestern United States, including principals, directors of special 
education, and superintendents, participated in focus groups to discuss general education 
administrators’ levels of involvement in special education administration.  Topics of discussion 
entailed general and special educators’ collaboration toward the enactment of Research-to-
Intervention (RTI), managerial concerns that hindered efficient operation of their school 
district’s system, as well as effective integration and delivery of special education program 
services.  Specific to principals’ concerns expressed in the focus groups was the need for 
“effective, ongoing professional development” (p. 3) among staff for successful collaboration 
and implementation of RTI interventions.  
 Additionally, ten principals participated in phone interviews involving the importance of 
special education knowledge and the extent to which their preparation programs prepared them 
to deal with special education issues.  According to Robicheau et al. (2008), one principal 
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believed “On a scale of 1-10, special education is an 11” (p. 3) and another noted that “principals 
need to know about legal issues and the different research-based instructional methods that work 
well for special education students” (p. 3).  Moreover, referring to the importance of principals’ 
knowledge for special education leadership, another principal quipped, “there is a lot of time 
spent on designing behavioral interventions...” (p. 3).   
 Robicheau et al. (2008) also investigated principals’ perceptions of preparation 
(coursework) offered in their leadership program.  For example, one principal exclaimed, “I can’t 
recall receiving any training and would have had an opportunity to study special education only 
if I (sic) [had] elected to take a special education law class”  (p. 3).  Another declared, “It would 
have been beneficial, but my training has been on the job.  We need a lot of direction for our new 
leaders” (p. 3).  In addition, Robicheau et al.’s analysis of leadership preparation programs from 
eight universities in the upper midwestern United States revealed, “only one required a course in 
special education, which was a special education law course” (p. 3). Other programs offered 
special education courses as electives.  The need for unskilled principals to receive additional 
training through coursework provided in their leadership program preparation is similar to 
findings suggested by others (Angelle & Bilton, 2009; Petzko, 2008).   
 The confluence of principals’ beliefs illuminated in Robicheau et al.’s (2008) study 
appear to be commensurate with those investigated by Schaaf, Williamson, and Novak (2015). 
The administrative personnel represented in both studies were similar in composition as well. 
However, Schaaf et al. (2015) positioned their study to not only evince administrators’ beliefs 
about their leadership program effectiveness but also to achieve a deeper understanding of 
particular subjects varying administrators desired to learn more about in special education 
leadership.  A total of 174 administrators throughout 117 schools in Ohio participated in this 
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study, including 98 principals, 32 assistant principals, 22 superintendents, 6 assistant 
superintendents, and 16 directors of curriculum and instruction.  Of all administrators 
represented in this sample, only 18% held special education licensure.  
 Administrators responded to a 17-item questionnaire that, among other considerations, 
inquired about previous teaching experience and special education training they received in their 
leadership preparation programs.  Schaaf et al. (2015) discovered administrators felt least 
prepared to conduct alternate assessment testing, handle behavior issues, address special 
education teachers’ instructional needs, oversee curriculum for students with intensive 
disabilities, and develop inclusive schedules for student with mild disabilities.  That these 
findings included more specific and practical needs for principals offered different findings than 
previous research (e.g., Angelle & Bilton, 2009; Petzko, 2008; Robicheau, Haar, & Palladino, 
2008).  Further analysis revealed these areas were also recognized by administrators as most 
important for leadership programs to address when training new principals.     
 Moreover, when asked to reflect on exigent administrative concerns, the majority of 
administrators noted more training on behavior, instructional, and assessment interventions for 
students with disabilities, as well as possessing a greater understanding of special education law, 
would address some of their “unmet” administrative needs.  Schaaf et al. (2015) additionally 
found less than one in 10 administrators believed they received sufficient leadership preparation 
pertaining to special education and many continued to receive training in special education issues 
via district professional development in hopes of narrowing gaps in their knowledge, skills, 
confidence.  The lack of preparedness to address issues unique to special education for 
(un)trained principals were undifferentiated from those identified by the novice principal.  Both 
projected a perplexed awareness of demands and expectations of the role that awaited them 
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before becoming completely immersed in the principalship, coming to terms thereafter with their 
need for understanding competencies that undergirded the nature of the their work and their 
(in)ability to grow in confidence as leaders of their schools across all program contexts.  
Competent Leadership  
 Literature included here revealed knowledge and skills considered necessary to the 
development of principals who are competent in leading special education programs.  Three 
studies are included in this theme and are drawn from representative samples in southern, 
southeastern, and midwestern United States as well as one that represents a national sample.  All 
utilize questionnaires and quantitative research methods, with one drawing upon qualitative 
strategies.  Two subthemes emerged: standards and practices of leadership.    
 Standards of leadership.  Similar to Schaaf et al. (2015) and Robicheau et al. (2008), 
Christensen, Robertson, Williamson, and Hunter (2013) investigated specific genres of 
coursework principals believed leadership preparation programs should utilize.  Yet Christensen 
et al. (2013) also identified standards/competencies practicing principals believed should be 
included in course content in leadership preparation programs to ameliorate students with 
disabilities learning needs.  The authors surveyed 69 elementary, middle, and high school 
principals in a southern metropolitan school district using “22 Likert-designed questions and two 
open-ended questions” (p. 99). 
 Based on the 22 questions, principals’ five most important needs regarding their 
leadership preparation included knowledge of: (1) modifications and adaptations of curriculum 
to support the learning needs of students with disabilities; (2) discipline guidelines; (3) state 
testing options and accommodations; (4) NCLB and IDEA; and (5) the content and writing of 
IEPs (p. 101).  Conversely, principals considered knowledge of school funding sources, 
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technology for students with disabilities, advocacy for individuals with disabilities, 
characteristics and causes of disabilities categorized under IDEA, and community partnerships 
for assisting in the accommodation of students with disabilities needs least important, 
respectively.  
  Christensen et al. (2013) also found principals received, on average, seven hours of 
professional development training specific to special education over the past year of their 
principalship.  This subtext, principals’ ability (or willingness) to receive time to be adequately 
trained in special education, is an issue with which principals must contend in order to keep 
apace with knowledge of current special education is germane other studies included in this 
review.  Moreover, the areas of need (standards of knowledge) identified in this study can be 
used to help reconceptualize standards for developing competent leaders.  These standards 
included knowledge of curriculum modification, discipline practices, testing options and 
accommodations, the laws affecting special education programs and students, and IEPs.   
However, knowledge of these standards is among the first steps to becoming a competent leader.  
 Practices of leadership.  Stevenson-Jacobson, Jacobson, and Hilton (2006) investigated 
ways principals’ knowledge of fundamental and current issues in special education informed 
their leadership practices.  Principals identified what they believed to be the ten most critical (out 
of 30) educational leadership competencies presented by Wilson and colleagues (as cited in 
Stevenson-Jacobson et al., 2006).  The authors also sought to determine if  “training and 
experience in special education would affect the role of the principal in special education 
activities” (p. 40).  Stevenson-Jacobson et al. (2006) surveyed 81 elementary and middle school 
principals.  The principals had one to 25 years experience in the principalship and none to 27   
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years teaching experience in special education.  Principals with special education teaching 
experienced averaged approximately 10 years.  
 Responses provided in this study were divided into two groups, amongst principals who 
had special education preparation and those who did not.  Also, the competencies were ranked in 
order from most to least important based on the level of consensus between both groups’ 
responses.  The competencies identified in this study differed from those identified by 
Christensen et al. (2013).  Principals identified the following three competencies as most critical 
to special education leadership: managing the education of students in the least restrictive 
environment (LRE), collaborative teaching strategies, and case-study process (i.e., referral 
process).  The three competencies ranked least important (i.e., learning styles, collaboration with 
parents, and long-range plans to meet needs of special education), were still considered more 
important to principals with special education certification than to those without.  
 Furthermore, Stevenson-Jacobson et al. (2006) found principals with special education 
certification/teaching experience/background spent more time handling special education issues 
than principals without (i.e., 36% without special education certification noted having more than 
75% responsibility, whereas 51% with special education certification reported having more than 
75% responsibility) (p. 41).  Other differences in practice between the groups emerged as well.   
Even though 84% of principals contended they participated in pre-referral special education 
activities, principals not certified in special education participated in such activities at a higher 
level (92%) than principals certified in special education (78%) (p. 41).  Principals with special 
education certification did not engage in the practice of sending their students away (only 2% of 
students) from their site for alternate referrals and services as often as principals without special 
education certification engaged in this practice (33% of students) (pp. 41-42).  There were no 
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differences found, however, between principals with and without special education certification 
regarding how they granted release time for staff collaboration and evaluation.   
 The need for principals to be informed—equipped with the assimilative knowledge and 
skills that function to intensify their competence and confidence—facilitates their sense of 
effectiveness.  McHatton, Boyer, Shaunessy, Terry, and Farmer (2010) investigated principals' 
ability to adequately serve students in special and gifted education through principals' 
perspectives of preparation, practice, and self-efficacy.  Sixty-one practicing principals in a 
southeastern metropolitan school district participated in this study by completing a 
questionnaire/survey.  
 Consistent with Angelle & Bilton (2009) and Robicheau et al. (2008), McHatton et al. 
(2010) found approximately half (49.2%) of principals indicated they had taken no courses in 
special education, 26.2% reported one course, 13.1% indicated two courses, and 11.5% indicated 
three or more courses in their leadership program.  Additionally, principals (64%) indicated they 
had taken no courses in gifted education.  Of the coursework taken, McHatton et al. (2010) found 
more principals had received more coursework in law (75.4%) and funding (50%) than in topics 
addressing instructional methods, accommodations, or discipline during their leadership 
program.  While principals reported receipt of information on modifications and 
accommodations (85.2%) and legal issues (77%) for special education through district 
professional development, only 44.3% reported receipt of information on legal issues and 36.1% 
on funding for gifted education.  McHatton et al. (2010) suggested principals appear to have 
received slightly better preparation through district training; however, the majority of principals 
indicated they did not desire to receive any additional district training in any of the identified 
areas related to special (62.3-85.2%) or gifted (75.4-86.9%) education.  The extent to which 
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principals indicated receipt of and need for ongoing professional development training are 
suggestive of commonalities/inconsistencies in other research (see Christensen et al., 2013; 
Schaaf et al., 2015).  
 Principals’ leadership practices specific to special education activities were also 
investigated.  Findings suggested upwards 97% of principals participated at least occasionally in 
special education and/or gifted department meetings, initial IEP/EP placement meetings, annual 
IEP/EP meetings, observe special education and/or gifted teachers, and review special education 
and/or gifted lesson plans.  Although principals appeared to be highly engaged in practices 
pertinent to special education, McHatton et al. (2010) also found principals felt least prepared for 
initial IEP/EP placement meetings and annual IEP/EP meetings.  Principals’ lack of 
understanding or ability to engage in common procedures and practices related to student IEP/EP 
placements and in the assurance of additional instructional and assessments services integral to 
special education were similarly found in other studies (Christensen, Robertson, Williamson, & 
Hunter, 2013; Stevenson-Jacobson, Jacobson, & Hilton, 2006).   
 Uncovering principals’ perceptions of self-efficacy, the authors found 51.8-75.5% of 
principals agreed or strongly agreed they were well prepared to lead in special education and 
50.8-80.4% felt they well prepared to lead in gifted education.  Principals’ high sense of self-
efficacy despite minimal training in leadership programs, McHatton et al. (2010) conjectured, 
may be attributed to on-the-job training or a “discrepancy between what they know and what 
they think they know” (p. 16).  Having established a positive, internalized sense of competence 
and ability to engage in certain practices, principals are often able to respond in ways that affirm 
their beliefs, enabling them to become more involved and connected in special education.      
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Connected Leadership   
 The final theme that emerged from this literature suggests a leader whose collective of 
(in)formal knowledge and personal and professional experiences have all coalesced to inculcate   
her/him not only with a sense of self-efficacy but also with a deeper, humane interest in being 
actively responsive—connected—to others over whom s/he leads.  Three studies are included in 
this theme, one from southern California, one that represents a national sample, and one from 
Canada.  Two constitute quantitative studies that employed survey research, with one drawing 
upon qualitative strategies through open-ended questions, and the third is a qualitative study 
wherein which acting principals were interviewed.  Sub-themes of relational and introspective 
leadership emerged from this literature.  
 Relational leadership.  Zaretsky, Moreau, and Faircloth (2008) interrogated principals’ 
roles in leading special education to achieve an understanding of their “concerns, interpretations, 
and unique contexts in which he or she practiced school leadership” (p. 164).  This study was 
conducted in a large school district in Ontario with six elementary and two secondary principals 
using multiple semi-structured, open-ended interviews.  A cross-case analysis of the principals’ 
responses was utilized to determine shared commonalities as well as individual orientations.  
Principals’ voiced their beliefs about their perceptions of leadership, activities to strengthen 
leadership capacity, and special education training needs.  Findings suggested principals in this 
study tended to speak about their roles and responsibilities as supporting regular and special 
education teachers instructionally, coordinating appropriate services, developing effective 
communication procedures, establishing effective compliance procedures, and arranging 
professional development to address the special education training needs of their staff (p. 165).   
Zaretsky et al. (2008) also uncovered principals’ perceived need to understand school and 
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procedural expectations related to effective communication and collaboration among various 
stakeholders.  For example, one principal asserted,   
I think principals need to have a better understanding of exceptionalities... have some 
legal background in terms of our legislation...with parents and parent demands...I don’t 
know how you coach somebody through that. But for me that coaching element, that 
personal issue, is paramount. (p. 166)   
 The culmination of principals’ beliefs heretofore mentioned spoke to how they perceived 
critical knowledge and challenges that affected their (in)ability to provide special education 
leadership.  According to Zaretsky et al. (2008), these critical needs involved: (a) alignment of 
instruction, assessment, and measureable goals; (b) understanding of IEPs, referral, placement, 
and legislative processes; (c) research-based practices for various/specific exceptionalities; (d) 
understanding and commitment to inclusive education; (e) fair distribution of limited resources; 
(f) developing and sustaining relationships and professional networks; and (g) strategies for 
effective interactions with parent advocates.  
 Additionally, Zaretsky et al. (2008) found principals emphasized relational and 
distributive dimensions of leadership as orientations that support their beliefs, knowledge, 
practices and experiences in the principalship.  Principals’ beliefs underscored how they 
supported students’ learning and relied on staff’s expertise to facilitate their school’s success.  
For example, one principal articulated his/her beliefs about leadership as “...not just about the 
academics, it’s about developing the whole child...it’s the emotional caring piece, it’s the 
empathy piece, the kinesthetic, the hands-on, it’s all of that..” (p.166).  Another principal 
connected the importance of providing leadership in special education with personal experience:   
I had a sister with multiple sclerosis and so that’s my own personal bias in terms of having 
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people understand what her strengths and what her needs were.  I don’t think had anything to do 
with educational experiences, per se.  I think that’s who I was and who my family was. (p. 166)   
Zaretsky et al.’s (2008) study suggested relationship oriented leaders tend to be intrinsically 
motivated by personal connections and experiences to be actively involved in the special 
education programs in their schools.  
 Introspective leadership.  The introspective leader is thoughtful and influenced by 
loftier beliefs of personhood for individuals with disabilities, one who envision both the role and 
goal of principalship as a recurrent performance in self-reflection.  Wakeman, Browder, Flowers, 
and Ahlgrim-Delzell (2006) study of 362 principals who were members of the National 
Association of Secondary School Principals (NASSP).  Wakeman et al. analyzed principals’ 
knowledge of fundamental and current issues, as well as their beliefs, foregrounding special 
education.  Fundamental knowledge, according to Wakeman et al., is “knowledge that is core to 
the basic understanding of the functioning and history of special education and the student it 
serves, [whereas] current issues are those that drive the development of research, the writing 
policy, and the practices in special education” (p. 155).    
 Participants responded to 26 survey items spanning four categories (i.e., demographics, 
formal training and experiences, beliefs and practices, and fundamental knowledge and current 
issues related to special education).  Discrepancies between what principals’ believed about 
special education and how knowledge influenced their beliefs and, subsequently, practices was 
revealed.  For example, approximately 99% of principals believed they were responsible for all 
students’ success, including students with disabilities, yet only 31% agreed that all students’ 
standardized tests results should be included in their school’s accountability measures.    
Additionally, Wakeman et al. (2006) found principals with personal relationships with 
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individuals with disabilities and/or with special education licensure were more knowledgeable 
about special education issues and were more likely to advocate for students with disabilities.  
Furthermore, the authors suggested although principals generally indicated being informed about 
special education, there was a gap in their understanding of fundamental and current issues.   
While the majority of principals believed all students should have access to the general 
curriculum, “more than 30% of the principals indicated having only limited knowledge of, or not 
being familiar at all with, universally designed lessons” (p. 164).  These gaps, they suggested, 
crossed principals’ demographic, professional training, and personal experiences.    
 According to Wakeman et al. (2006), “One of the most important finding of the study 
was the relationship between principals’ knowledge and their practices” (p. 167).  The authors 
outlined the following practices of principals in this study who were knowledgeable of special 
education: (1) continuously develop new knowledge through reflection of their work with special 
education; (2) routinely meet with special education teachers to build relationships that facilitate 
effective instruction; (3) provide resources to meet the instructional needs of students with 
disabilities; (4) participate in, and take responsibility for, special education program decisions; 
and (5) take risks (just not when it comes to the law). 
 Principal practices are informed by their knowledge of special education and by beliefs 
about individuals with disabilities.  Lasky and Karge (2006) investigated the leadership 
preparation and experience of 205 principals in 28 school districts throughout southern 
California.  In addition to performing a statistical analysis of principals’ views regarding their 
formal training, the authors conducted a critical incidence, a qualitative technique, of responses 
to open-ended questions on the survey to unpack principals’ beliefs about supporting students 
with disabilities.  
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 Similar to Angelle and Bilton (2009), Lasky and Karge (2006) found regardless of how 
long principals had been in their position they claimed to possess limited ability and knowledge 
of how to lead students with disabilities.  Yet, a 35-year veteran principal drew upon the weight 
of her/his experiences to explicate gaps: “Like most learning experiences, it is hands-on 
experiences that give us the greatest understandings.  However, it would have been beneficial to 
receive more training in college to fall back on” (p. 25).  This principal’s beliefs and experiences 
were juxtaposed to those of a first-year principal who reported having no classes on special 
education in his/her leadership program: “...just to show you how naïve I was...I did not realize I 
was required by law to attend the IEP meetings of my 56 special education students!” (p. 25).  
 Commenting on the amount of time spent dealing with special education issues, a 
principal with 5 years of experience asserted,  
 It is easy to give the time, because I know that our program is providing opportunities for 
tolerance of those different than us, and we are bringing out student compassion and 
humanity.  This is a lifelong skill I want all students in my school to learn. (p. 28.)   
Despite principals’ beliefs about preparedness to enact inclusion, Lasky and Karge (2006) 
concluded 78% percent of them believed children with disabilities in inclusive settings received 
adequate support and formal leadership preparation programs did not prepare them to support 
teachers who work with these students.  
 Similar to beliefs identified by Wakeman et al. (2006), Lasky and Karge (2006) also 
found principals believed students with disabilities should have access to the general education 
curriculum and all students should be held to high expectations.  In this sense, this study goes a 
further in uncovering beliefs reflecting values of connected leadership and inclusion.  For 
example, pertaining to principals’ beliefs on their preparedness to lead inclusive practices, Lasky 
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and Karge (2006) found “96% percent of the principals believed mainstreaming is beneficial to 
the educational and social development of children with and without disabilities” (p. 29). 
 Additionally, principals made statements such as “students with disabilities should be 
accepted as vital members of the school family, segregation only highlights differences without 
clarification, and “[s]tudents can and do learn from each other given the opportunity to integrate” 
(Lasky & Karge, 2006, p. 28).  Guided by beliefs about the personhood of individuals with 
disabilities and a desire for authentic inclusion in their schools, connected leaders draw upon 
relationships and introspection as they engage in the preparation of special education leadership.  
Findings from Review of Literature 
 The purpose of this literature review was to identify what administrators, namely 
principals, view as having promoted their sense of preparedness, confidence, and capacity to 
perform well in special education leadership.  Administrators in the reviewed studies often 
described their formal and informal preparation for special education leadership as non-existent, 
particularly in their leadership programs.  As revealed by Angelle and Bilton (2009), McHatton 
et al. (2010), and Wakeman et al. (2006), approximately half their participants completed no 
coursework in special education, while less than a third indicated participation in one class, 
similar to findings offered in other reviewed research (Christenson et. al, 2013; Lasky & Karge, 
2006; Robicheau et al., 2008).  Furthermore, although minimal coursework in special education 
may be offered in leadership preparation programs in the reviewed research, findings suggested 
even one class significantly increased principals’ perceived capacity to lead in special education 
(Angelle & Bilton, 2009). 
 In addition to exclusions of coursework in special education, leadership preparation 
programs that offered practical pre-service learning activities (i.e., internships) also 
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excluded/limited experiences related to special education leadership (Angelle & Bilton, 2009).  
While such learning activities may be beneficial to fostering leadership skills with regards to 
general education, Angelle and Bilton (2009) suggested internships did not facilitate confidence 
to lead in special education.  Most of the studies found principals’ preparation for special 
education leadership was acquired through on-the-job training (Lasky & Karge, 2006; Robicheau 
et al., 2006) and/or district professional development opportunities (Angelle & Bilton, 2009; 
McHatton et. al, 2010; Schaaf et al., 2015).  Additionally, McHatton et al. (2010) and Robicheau 
et al. (2008) suggested principals’ capacity with regards to special education could be positively 
influenced through participation in additional district training.   
 Personal relationships and experiences with individuals with disabilities also appeared to 
significantly affect principals’ confidence to not only lead but advocate for special education 
programs, teachers, and students (Wakeman et al., 2006; Zaretsky, 2008).  While only two 
articles spoke directly to “confidence” through the lenses of “comfort” (Angelle & Bilton, 2009) 
and “self-efficacy” (McHatton et al., 2010), inferences can be made from other studies included 
in this review that investigated knowledge, skills, and practices of acting principals.   
Findings from this review revealed three conceptual principal types as influenced by 
leadership preparation: Confounded Leadership, Competent Leadership, and Connected 
Leadership.  A fluid conceptual model for the development of a confident special education 
leader is offered in Figure 2.1.  Confounded Leadership is emblematic of a new (Angelle & 
Bilton, 2009; Petzko, 2008) and marginally skilled (Robicheau et al., 2008; Schaaf et al., 2015) 
aspiring principal who sits at the bottom of this model.  Moving upwards, Competent Leadership 
reflects basic knowledge and skills integral for leadership in special education (Christensen et. al, 
2013; Schaaf et al., 2015; Stevenson-Jacobson et. al, 2006), and practice that increasingly  
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strengthens competence and confidence (McHatton et. al, 2010; Stevenson-Jacobson et. al, 2006; 
Wakeman et al., 2006).  Situated next is Connected Leadership, which is characterized by a 
collective of (in)formal knowledge and personal and professional experiences have all coalesced 
to inculcate her/him not only with a sense of self-efficacy but also with a deeper, humane interest 
in being actively responsive—connected—to others over whom s/he leads (Lasky & Karge; 
2006; Wakeman et al., 2006; Zaretsky, 2008).   All congeal and work symbiotically to build 
confident leadership in special education.  
 These principal leader types do not necessarily develop linearly.  This review of literature 
Figure 1. Building confident leadership. These leadership types do not 
necessarily develop linearly. The greater the personal experiences with 
individuals with disabilities and more knowledge leaders acquire about 
special education, the greater the confidence of the leader.	
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revealed that the greater one’s personal experiences with individuals with disabilities and the 
more knowledge one acquires about special education, the greater confidence one has to lead for 
special education.  For example, as noted by Wakeman et al. (2006), “principals who 
demonstrated knowing more also reported doing more” (p. 167).  Additionally, several studies 
revealed personal and/or professional experiences with individuals with disabilities—that is, 
knowing someone with a disability and/or prior teaching experience in special education—
directly influenced principals’ capacity to advocate for and be actively involved with special 
education programs, teachers, and students in their schools (Lasky & Karge, 2006; Stevenson-
Jacobson, 2006; Wakeman et al., 2006; Zaretsky et al., 2008).  
Implications: Toward Building Confidence  
 Research documenting rich, contextualized (voiced) accounts of principals’ 
understanding of their (in)formal preparation and influences toward their special education 
leadership involvement is scant.  What exists, however, tends to be limited to self-reports 
obtained through questionnaires in survey research.  With these limitations in mind, it was 
necessary to amalgamate findings from quantitative and qualitatively based research to 
understand how principals perceive (and voice) preparedness to lead in special education in 
relation to their (in)formal leadership preparation and how their preparedness attributed to their 
confidence and capacity to lead in this area.   
 Three studies in this review include other administrators’ beliefs on this subject.  
However, in the review of these studies distinct attention was paid to the specificity of 
principals’ beliefs and perceptions.  Further, the reviewed studies represent a national sample of 
research, originating from the southern, southeastern, western, and midwestern regions in the 
United States as well as one study from Canada.  Themes emerged across the literature resulting  
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in the formation of three conceptual principal types as influenced by leadership preparation: 
Confounded Leadership, Competent Leadership, and Connected Leadership   
 Findings from this review beget the question, how can leaders strengthen their knowledge 
and skills not only to build competence but also connection and confidence?  One way to address 
this is through intentional and meaningful inclusion of curriculum and experiences specific to 
issues of special education leadership in preparation programs.  For instance, findings from 
Angelle and Bilton (2009) suggested even one class significantly increased a principals’ 
perceived capacity to lead in special education.  Yet in many of the reviewed studies this issue 
was pervasive.  Additionally, practical pre-service learning activities, such as internships, that 
requires pre-serve principals to grapple with issues pertinent to special education may be 
beneficial toward building their leadership skills and confidence in lead in this area.   
 Furthermore, as noted by Lasky and Karge (2006), Wakeman et al. (2006), and Zaretsky 
et al. (2008), personal and/or professional experiences with individuals with disabilities directly 
influence principals’ capacity to advocate for and be actively involved with special education 
programs, teachers, and students in their schools.  For example, a participant in Zaretsky et al. 
(2008) stated: 
 One of the things we can give people are the experiences, and I don’t mean us reading 
about what autism is, it’s about experiencing it, seeing it in action, hearing from a parent 
of an autistic child as part of the programing.  If I were creating a course I’d definitely 
make it human-based versus textbook based. (p. 171) 
To facilitate principal involvement in special education leadership, preparation programs could 
consider how to provide future leaders with authentic, meaningful personal experiences with 
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individuals with disabilities and their families.  However, leadership preparation programs must 
safeguard against portrayals of superficial experiences that can objectify individuals with 
disabilities when arranging such experiences.   
 This review of the literature uncovered a need for more qualitative studies capable of 
uncovering voiced, nuanced experiences of principals regarding influences of special education 
leadership involvement and confidence.  Much of what has been documented, coincidentally, is 
in response to principals’ sense of preparedness for leadership in special education via 
quantitative research.  Although current research offers insight into the preparedness of school 
administrators for leadership involving special education, findings suggest a need for rich, 
qualitative studies that delves deeper into notions of involvement and confidence in leading 
special education and/or students with disabilities.  Research that pries open the multifaceted and 
complex life experiences of students/families discussed by the principal in Zaretsky’s (2008) 
mentioned above study could provide the field with a more enriched understanding of the 
experiences of principals who lead in special education. 
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CHAPTER THREE:  
METHODOLOGY AND METHODS 
In this chapter research design and methods are presented, specifically the study’s 
epistemological (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Crotty, 1998) and axiological (Creswell, 2013; 
Paul, 2005; Rubin & Rubin, 2012) perspectives as well as phenomenography (Bowden; 2000; 
Entwistle, 1997; Larsson & Holmström, 2007; Marton, 1981, 1988) informing its research 
design.  Participant inclusion and recruitment criteria used to identify participants are then 
discussed.  Subsequent attention is given to data generation and analysis procedures.  Lastly, 
concerns of trustworthiness (Guba, 1981; Lincoln & Guba, 2007; Shenton, 2004) and the 
reporting of findings are addressed. 
The purpose of this study was to better understand the involvement of former principals 
in special education and disability.  More specifically, I aimed to explore various ways former 
principals conceived of their leadership identity and accounted for their involvement in special 
education and with students identified or identifying as disabled.  The following question guided 
this study and was used heuristically: How do former principals account for their involvement 
with special education and/or disability?   The subquestions were: 
1. What are principals’ accounts of being, becoming, and remaining involved with special 
education and/or disability?  
2. In what ways do principals attend to special education and/or disability? 
3. How do principals conceive of their leadership identity given their accounts of 
involvement with special education and/or disability? 
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The phenomenon under inquiry in this study was “involvement with special education 
and/or disability,” namely various conceptions or meanings held by participants on what it meant 
to be involved with special education and/or disability and the relationships between conceptions 
of involvement and leadership identities.  Conceptions of involvement included, but were not 
limited to, perceived ways principals found personal relevance to engage through attentiveness 
and commitment (i.e., actions connected to emotional attachment and potentially influenced by 
their sense of competence and confidence in their leadership) in direct, leadership behaviors in 
special education and with students with disabilities.  Additionally, leadership is understood as a 
professional identity role that changes (i.e., capability, confidence) in relationship to one’s 
(social) identities and in response to others’ (social) identities in context and over time.  The 
accounts of former principals were the primary sources of data.  In the following section, I 
discuss the use of my selection of a methodological approach as appropriate to the research 
questions.   
Qualitative research offers philosophical and interpretive approaches through which to 
study meanings individuals or groups ascribe to social or human problems (Creswell, 2013, p. 
44).  In this study I make meaning of experiences presented by educational leaders as they 
reflected upon how they perceived and made sense of their leadership involvement in special 
education and disability and its relationship to their social and professional identities.  
Qualitative methods provide a “systematic approach to understanding qualities, or essential 
nature, of a phenomenon within a particular context” (Brantlinger, Jimenez, Klingner, Pugach, & 
Richardson, 2005, p. 196).  Given this, the qualitative researcher is implicated in the action(s) of 
researching and reporting outcomes or findings given the philosophical underpinnings one brings 
(researchers and participants) to the inquiry process (Paul, 2005).  In other words, research is 
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swayed by philosophical beliefs manifest in the actions of the researcher (Creswell, 2013; Crotty, 
1998; Risjord, 2014). 
Epistemology: Social Constructionism 
Beliefs about knowledge and how it should be (or is) pursued frame researchers’ 
epistemological stance—their way of thinking about the origins and nature of knowledge and 
learning (Crotty, 1998).  The epistemology that informed this research was social 
constructionism.  Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann (1966), in The Social Construction of 
Reality, contributed significantly to this epistemic perspective.  They purport humans interact 
and experience the world as their minds (consciousness) actively (with intentionality) construct 
meaning, serving as the foundation of accumulated cultural and historical knowledge and hence 
reality (Berger & Luckmann, 1966).  
Crotty (1988) asserted researchers who hold a (social) constructionist understanding of 
knowledge accept they “are partners in the generation of [social] meaning” (p. 44), rely upon 
participants’ views as much as possible for meaning making and that “...there are no true or valid 
interpretations...there are useful interpretations…” (p. 47).  The partnership between me and the 
participants was traversed at the intersection of sensemaking, unified by our intersubjective 
(shared between conscious minds) efforts to understand and represented how they experienced 
special education(al) leadership.  The primacy of everyday life, or lived experience, provides an 
ontological perspective connected to the meaning making process.  According to Berger and 
Luckmann (1966), “Everyday life presents itself as a reality interpreted by men and subjectively 
meaningful to them as a coherent world” (p. 20).  The process of interpreting or coming to know 
(the epistemological) the world is how one comes to understand reality (the ontological) or the 
overarching social experience(s). 
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Knowledge constructed during this study emerged from experiences and reflections of 
individuals who formerly served as principals, with emphasis on their leadership identity related 
to disability and special education.  I considered their accounts of becoming, being, and 
remaining involved and the social and professional identities that seemed relevant in their 
accounts.  I embraced a social constructionist stance in which lived experience is viewed as 
central in meaning making.  In addition, as I engaged this study I sought to understand myself—
the values I hold—deeper as a researcher while constructing meaning with participants.  
Axiological Perspectives 
Ontological and epistemological perspectives are rooted in the ethics and values 
individuals bring to research, and qualitative research in particular is guided by the inherent 
ethical and personal values of researchers and participants (Paul, 2005).  I approached this study 
as an explorative, sensemaking journey guided by “human activity...imbued with human values” 
(Paul, 2005, p. 63)—a journey I renounced all efforts to consider knowledge and reality as value-
free or objective, which would be a value claim (Paul, 2005).  Conversely, I accepted this study 
as value-laden, one in which participants and I constructed meaning from their experiences with 
leadership work.  Part of my responsibility as a researcher was to reflect on my own points of 
view (Creswell, 2013).  I esteemed participants’ humanity, knowledge, and willingness to 
immerse themselves in this study.  
Given my ethical and values positionality, prior to commencing this study I discussed 
with participants informed consent (Appendix A), what it entailed for my responsibility as a 
researcher and the rights it vouchsafed them.  This process was indispensable to the formation of 
an “ethical...conversational partner” (Rubin & Rubin, 2012), which alleviated their likelihood of 
believing “they have no choice but to submit to the interview…[and to this study]” (p. 88).  This 
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and other acts of transparency—reporting how I will utilize findings, being attentive to and 
approaching participants with honesty and professional integrity—also manifest my ethical 
(external and internal) and personal values.  Further, I held positive regard for the potentiality of 
this study to advance improved ways of learning and teaching about the significance of 
educational leadership in relation to special education and disability.  Maintaining firm 
commitment to these ethical and personal values not only promoted the quality and 
trustworthiness of this study, it enhanced relationships I cultivated with participants (Paul, 2005).   
Research Design 
To better understand how those in educational leadership roles have become involved in 
special education and with students identified or identifying as disabled, I explored variation in 
how participants made sense of their lived experiences.  The following research question framed 
this study: How do former principals account for their involvement with special education 
and/or disability?  While considering this question, I also sought to understand their sense of 
social and professional leadership identity.  Because it was my aim to construct meaning from 
participants’ reflective thoughts and perspectives, a qualitative interpretivist research design was 
best suited for the study.  Qualitatively designed research allows for generation and descriptive 
analysis of phenomena (Creswell, 2013), especially through interviewing (Rubin & Rubin, 
2012).  
Research design that deploys an interpretivist approach “attempts to understand and 
explain human and social reality” (Crotty, 1998, pp. 66-67) from “...situated interpretations of 
the social life-world (p. 67).  My adoption of an interpretivist approach, as opposed to a positivist 
one that attempts to make “value-free [claims]...and seeks to identify universal features of 
humanhood, society and history to offer explanation and hence control and predictability” (p. 
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67), is better aligned with this study.  Moreover, under the gestalt of interpretivism Crotty (1998) 
indicated several interprevistic strands: symbolic interactionism, phenomenology, and 
hermeneutics.  While these offer unique perspectives and attendant methodological 
considerations toward understanding human sensemaking of the world, I found it necessary to 
design this study around an approach which illuminates differences in meaning humans attribute 
to a phenomenon.  
Phenomenography 
In this study I employed phenomenography as the methodological approach.  This 
approach attempts to capture variation in human sensemaking at the conceptual and experiential 
level and is similar yet distinct from other qualitative approaches (Åkerlind, 2012; Entwistle, 
1997; Harris, 2011; Marton, 1981, 1986; Marton & Booth, 1997; Richardson, 1999; Svensson, 
1997).  Ference Marton, credited with the development of phenomenography, led a team of 
researchers to investigate learning outcomes (from reading academic texts) of undergraduate 
students at the University of Götenborg in Sweden during the 1970s (Entwistle, 1997; 
Richardson, 1999; Svensson, 1997).  According to Rands and Gansemer-Topf (2016), they found 
“there were a limited number of qualitatively different ways students understood the meaning of 
the text” (p. 3) and how students described learning revealed disparate ranges within which they 
conceptualized learning (Entwistle, 1997; Marton, 1981, 1986; Richardson, 1999).  Some 
scholars suggested Marton’s initial investigations lacked a lucid theoretical foundation 
(Entwistle, 1997; Richardson, 1999; Svensson, 1997) and resembled approaches similar to 
ethnography and phenomenology (Richardson, 1999).  Whereas Marton (1981) affirmed 
phenomenography differed more significantly from the ethnographic imperative of observing 
sustained day-to-day human behavior in relation to culture, he acknowledged more similarities 
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exist between this approach and phenomenology because they both attempt to understand the 
essence of human experience.  Yet phenomenography differs from both approaches because it 
attempts to dislodge variation in how persons “describe relations between [themselves](sic) and 
various aspects of the world around them, regardless of whether those relationships are 
manifested in the forms of immediate experience, conceptual thought, or physical behavior” 
(Marton, 1986, cited in Richardson, 1997, p. 60).   
More recently, drawing on Svensson (1997), Yates, Partridge and Bruce (2007) argued  
“...phenomenography is understood in terms of the various meanings associated with the 
phenomena of interest, and the similarities and differences in meanings” (p. 98).  Specifically, 
this approach attempts to show different ways questions can evoke participants’ conceptual 
understanding of an experience or situation (Marton, 1981; Marton & Booth, 1997).  
Phenomenography is based on personal reflection, and participants are called upon to reflect 
upon their own experiences (Entwistle, 1997; Marton, 1981, 1986; Marton & Booth, 1997).  
Over the years this methodological approach has been used to reveal variation in how individuals 
reflect on their lived experiences relating to phenomena studied in other disciplines, including 
medicine (Dahlgren & Fallsberg, 1991; Dall’Alba, 2002; Larsson & Holmström, 2007; Sjöström 
& Dahlgren, 2002), higher education (Bowden, 2000; Bruce, 1994; Green & Bowden, 2009; 
Stenfors, Hayes, Hult & Dahlgren, 2013), and educational evaluation (Micari, Light, Calkins, & 
Streitwieser, 2007).  
In addition, phenomenography accommodates diverse data generation and analytic 
methods (Åkerlind, 2012; Bowden, 2000; Green & Bowden, 2009; Harris, 2011; Marton, 1981, 
1986; Marton & Booth, 1997).  Several precepts differentiate it from other qualitative 
approaches: second order perspective, essence, variation, and awareness (Entwistle, 1997; 
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Marton, 1981; Marton & Booth, 1997; Rands & Gansemer-Topf, 2016).  First and second order 
perspectives refer to researchers’ orientation toward identifying and describing phenomena under 
study (Entwistle, 1997; Marton, 1981).  A first order perspective draws attention to describing 
various aspects of the world (Yates, Partridge, & Bruce, 2012) while a second order perspective 
is concerned with describing “people’s experiences of various aspects of the world” (Marton, 
1981, p. 171).  Moreover, intersubjective meaning ascribed to a phenomenon is significant to this 
approach (Marton, 1981).  In this regard phenomenography resembles phenomenology because 
researchers endeavor to understand how individuals make sense of phenomena—its essence—
from descriptions of participants’ personal experiences (Marton, 1981; Rands & Gansemer-Topf, 
2016; Svensson, 1997).  Whereas phenomenology draws attention to participants’ unifying 
experiences, phenomenography’s scope of analysis uncovers differences in how participants 
make meaning of the same experience (Marton, 1981; Micari et al., 2007; Rands & Gansemer-
Topf, 2016).  In addition, in phenomenography the aim of study is predicated on variation 
between conceptions of a phenomenon to better describe and highlight its essence (Marton, 
1981; Rands & Gansemer-Topf, 2016; Yates, Partridge, & Bruce, 2012).     
Identifying and describing variation between conceptions as divergent categories when 
attempting to reveal the essence of a phenomenon is the focal point of phenomenography 
(Marton & Booth, 1997; Rands & Gansemer-Topf, 2016).  Categories of description are based 
on collective rather than individual experiences.  Åkerlind (2012) noted participants’ interview 
transcripts are incomprehensible when not examined in combination with others.  Categories 
represent different conceptions to which individual responses can be applied as participants’ 
accounts of the phenomenon are analyzed as a whole.  Variation in description reflects increased 
complexity in ways participants perceive a phenomenon (Micari et al., 2007).  Drawing from 
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Marton and Booth (1997), Rands and Gansemer-Topf (2016) suggested awareness in 
phenomenographic research attempts “to capture the object of understanding or experience (the 
phenomenon), and this cannot be separated from the way it is experienced or understood” (p. 8). 
Moreover, according to Marton and Booth (1997), an individual can experience the world in 
multifaceted ways, which can be referred to as awareness.   
An illustration of the domain undergirding this research is shown in Figure 3.1.  This 
illustration was modified from Bruce et al. (2004).  In this study I sought to explore participants’ 
leadership involvement, disability, and identity.  I aimed to examine various ways former 
principals conceived of their involvement in special education and with students identified or 
identifying as disabled in relation to their sense of leadership identity.  In doing so, this study 
explored the  “what” and “how” of leadership involvement in special education and with students 
Figure 3.1. Representation of the domain of this research.  Adapted from Bruce, Buckingham, 
Hynd, McMahon, Roggenkamp, and Stoodley, 2004. 
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with disabilities through retried principals’ individualized perceptions and collective experiences.  
By way of better understanding what influenced and how those influences affected retired 
principals’ conceptions and involvement experiences with students with disabilities, this research 
also endeavored to unveil participants’ conceptions and experiences related to their leadership 
identity.  
Participant Selection  
Participants considered for inclusion were retired principals with regular and special 
education certification who had worked in PreK-12 within the last ten years.  Retired principals 
were considered for inclusion because it was assumed their recent experience—since they were 
no longer directly attached to the politicization and demands of the principalship—would offer a 
different perspectival lens, as they would be more apt to provide candid reflections without fear 
of my or others’ personal and professional judgments.  Participants of different race, gender, and 
who provided leadership over one or more special education programs were included in the 
study.  I aimed to establish a diverse participant sample to represent variation among 
participants’ accounts of leadership experiences regarding their involvement in special education 
and with articulating notions of their identity.  Participants were informed if they expressed 
unwillingness to continue participation in the study, they were able to withdraw.  However, all 
who consented to participate completed the study.  
Varying opinions emerge regarding the amount of data and sample size for 
phenomenographic research.  Bruce (1997) maintained the number of participants chosen need 
“to be of sufficient size to gather suitably rich descriptions of people’s varying conceptions about 
the phenomenon of interest” (cited in Yates, Partridge, & Bruce, p. 103)).  Bowden (2005) 
concurred and argued for the inclusion of two additional factors with respects to the sample size 
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of phenomenographic studies: 1) interviews need to sufficiently capture variation in meanings 
and 2) the amount of data used is manageable.  Some assert the collection of data until no 
additional conceptions under study can be discerned, saturation, should be the decisive factor 
(Sandberg, 2000).  With the aim of generating rich interviews and manageable data, this study 
included five participants who were interviewed twice with interview lasting between 24-85 
minutes.   I also collected field notes and reflective journal entries, allowing for saturation.  In 
the following sections I address recruitment and data sources that were used to guide my 
analysis.       
Recruitment Process  
Participants were identified via purposeful sampling, specifically snowball or chain 
sampling (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981; Creswell, 2013; Noy, 2008).  This purposeful sampling 
method “yields a study sample through referrals made among people who share or know others 
who possess some characteristics that are of research interest” (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981, p. 
141) and has theoretical and methodological roots tracing back to the field of sociology 
(Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981; Noy, 2008).  Search for participants began with me reaching out to 
colleagues asking whether they knew persons of interest who met the inclusion criteria.  My 
colleagues then made first contact with perspective participants on my behalf, provided a 
synoptic summary of the study’s purpose, and affirmed whether individuals were interested in 
participation.  My colleagues then provided my email address to interested potential participants 
so they could voluntarily contact me to learn more about the study.  I received emails from four 
potential participants.  I responded with an email that included the title of the study, an 
explanation of how and why they were considered for inclusion based on selection criteria (they 
were recently retired principals), a statement indicating they would be asked to reflect on their 
	 62 
experiences as former leaders of students with disabilities via two interviews (see Appendix B), 
and requested to schedule a date and time to discuss their tentative inclusion in the study.  I had 
three responses; all requested to schedule a meeting.  While meeting with potential participants 
(all of whom agreed to participate), I asked if they had any recommendations of anyone else who 
might meet the criteria.  Two made recommendations and shared my email with their contacts. 
Both recommended participants joined the study.  All recommended participants throughout the 
snowball sampling process met criteria.  The use of purposeful snowball sampling expanded the 
size of my participant pool and allowed me to reach individuals who were information-rich 
(Creswell, 2013).   
The five participants who agreed to participate had experience leading exceptional 
student education programs at schools designated cluster sites in their districts.  Cluster schools 
were designated schools with the participants’ districts at which particular special education 
programs were operated.  In addition to general education student enrollment, these schools 
enrolled students with specific identified disabilities from neighboring school zones.  Given the 
nature of this study (involvement in special education and disability), participants with this type 
of experience may have been more inclined to participate in this study due to their experience 
leading cluster schools.  
Potential Benefits and Harms  
Hatch (2002) asserted qualitative researchers require much of research participants, as 
they are asked to be forthcoming about inner thoughts and experiences that transpire in their 
everyday lives.  He further declared participants should benefit (in)tangibly from the research 
process, and researchers can provide reciprocity (benefits) to participants by sharing their 
expertise and labor.  Additionally, participants may have benefitted from this study by learning 
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through self-reflection.  As they explored recollections of past experiences, they likely developed 
a deeper awareness of how their sense of social and professional identities affected their 
involvement in special education and with students identified or identifying as disabled.  
Moreover, participants may have been enabled to share untapped or forgotten details of their 
accumulated knowledge with additional educational leaders, potentially influencing 
advancements in their colleagues’ leadership practices in this and other areas beyond the scope 
of this study. 
Harm, Feinberg (1984) asserted, encompasses “the thwarting, setting back, or defeating 
of an interest” (cited in Hammersley & Traianou, 2012, p. 61).  Additionally, Hammersley and 
Traianou (2012) contended “potential threats of harm” (p. 62) participants may face; two were 
germane to this study: “... the erosion of self-confidence…[and] damage...to an occupation in 
which they participate” (p. 62).  Participants’ professional harm was minimized due to increased 
anonymity of their retired principal status having worked in various school districts.  
Additionally, during interviews I remained aware of the potential harm in asking participants to 
reflect on past leadership experiences and that such queries may have caused some discomfort.  
While it was not my intent to create a discomforting experience for participants, potential risks 
they encountered from involvement in this study were similar to those they experienced every 
day.  
Data Generation Procedures  
The following section details how data was generated and analyzed to answer the 
research questions.  Data generation procedures included semi-structured, in-depth interviews 
(Creswell, 2013; Rubin & Rubin, 2012; Yates, Partridge, & Bruce, 2012), field notes (Patton, 
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2002), reflexive journaling (Hatch, 2002; Janesick, 2011), and member checks (Lincoln & Guba, 
2007; Shenton, 2004).  
Interviews.  Janesick (2011) affirmed “interviewing is a meeting of two persons to 
exchange information and ideas through questions and responses, resulting in communication 
and joint construction of meaning about a particular topic” (p. 100).  According to Rubin and 
Rubin (2012), semi-structured, in-depth interviews provide opportunity for intentional 
questioning and deeper understanding of phenomena under investigation.  Yates, Partridge, and 
Bruce (2012) suggested the “phenomenographic interview is semi-structured in nature” (p. 102).  
As such, semi-structured, in-depth interviews were used to gain a better understanding of how 
educational leaders were involved in special education with students identified or identifying as 
disabled, additionally seeking to explore variation in how their experiences permeate across 
perceptions of their social and professional identity.  
To assist with the framing of the interview protocol, I conducted a pilot interview with a 
potential participant who is an educational researcher (assistant professor) and former 
administrator of public schools who taught and performed leadership for students with 
disabilities.  During the pilot interview she provided rich descriptions of her personal and 
professional background, as well as facets of her professional experiences in special education.  
The evening grew increasingly late as we conducted the pilot interview, so we ended our 
conversation, though she offered to provide more information both then and later given her 
interests in the nature of this study.  From the pilot interview I discovered the need to make a 
methodological shift in how I intended to interview participants for this study.  Specifically, after 
re-listening to the interview, I found I sometimes asked lengthy questions that required 
explanation.  As such, I realized I exhausted precious time trying to frame the interviewee’s 
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understanding of the question itself rather than presenting questions that increased responsive 
acuity for the participant.  For this study, rather than devising full-length questions for 
participants to respond to during the first interview, which I feared might frustrate participants, I 
decided it would be better if participants were provided open-ended prompts.  With open-ended 
prompts I believe participants were afforded more discursive freedom to explain the richness of 
their experiences in relation to the focus of this study.  This method also provided opportunities 
for me to ask probing questions that helped set the tone for more conversational interviews.  See 
Appendices C and D for interview questions.  
Two interviews were performed with each participant, lasting 24-85 minutes at a location 
requested by the participants.  Interviews varied in length, with the first round interviews lasting 
longer than second round interviews.  Additionally, the more times I interviewed the more 
efficient my questioning became, therefore completing interview questions more quickly.  Some 
participants provided richer descriptions and tended to share more specific accounts based on 
their experiences, while others did not share as detailed reflections despite additional prompting.  
Interviews were digitally recorded.  I followed an open-ended, prompt interview protocol for the 
first phase of interviewing.  Participants were asked to respond to prompts related to their (1) 
personal backgrounds, (2) educational and professional training, (3) instructional and leadership 
experiences, (4) perceptions of disability, and (5) levels of involvement (work) they performed 
with students with disabilities (Appendices C and D).  While completing interviews, especially 
during the first interview, I aimed to establish a relaxed, informal conversational partnership 
(Rubin & Rubin, 2012), one that “encourages open, honest, and detailed replies on matters of an 
intensely personal nature” (p. 6).  This helped facilitate my ability to conduct phenomenographic 
interviewing in a way that encouraged participants to reflect the depth of their thoughts and 
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experiences (Entwistle, 1997; Marton, 1981; Svensson, 1997).  According to Yates, Partridge, 
and Bruce (2012), the aim of the phenomenographic interview is for the researcher to interview 
each participant at the individual level while maintaining a focus on the “collective awareness 
and variation in how phenomenon is experienced” (p. 102) by each person.  In doing so, I 
attempted to build a more comprehensive view of how a sense of “collective awareness” (p. 102) 
existed across all participants.  Additionally, Marton (1994) declared the interviewer and 
interviewee embody experiences and understandings nonexistent prior to the interview but are 
aspects of the participant’s awareness, changing “from being unreflected to being reflected” (p. 
4426) in transcribed interview data.   
In the second round of interviews, I followed-up on participants’ reflections, conceptions, 
and addressed any ambiguously answered questions from the prior interview as well as gathering 
missed information.  I used my field notes, entries from my reflective journal, and first-level 
analysis of round-one interview transcripts to guide the development of round-two interview 
questions.  From these data sources I was able to develop probing questions during the second 
interview, targeted toward encouraging participants to inquire deeper into their understanding of 
leadership involvement and identity.  Entwistle (1997) claimed the goal of interviewing at this 
stage is to segue participants from talking about performed actions to how they experienced a 
situation conceptually.  Given this, I asked participants “Could you explain further what you 
meant by that statement? or “What did or do you mean by that comment?” as they provided 
reflective commentary worthy of extended exploration.  Their responses to questions were vetted 
against my initial interpretations as well.  Minimally, one to two days prior to meeting with 
participants for both interviews I made contact to remind them of our appointment.  When 
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interviews were finalized, they were transcribed, member-checked, and securely stored for 
ensuing analysis.  
Member Checks.  Lincoln and Guba (2004) and Shenton (2004) acknowledged member 
checks serve as the “most important factor...to bolster a study’s credibility” (p. 68).  The 
commencement of the second interview served as “check-in” session (member checks), during 
which I provided participants opportunity to review their transcripts with me.  Here, I sought to 
clarify my understanding of their previously shared ideas, perspectives, and dialogue.  Their 
reactions to their own transcript information and my statements of understanding became data I 
drew additional inferences from and analyzed (Shenton, 2004).   
Field Notes.  During interviews I included descriptions of the environment, behaviors 
(i.e., reactions, mannerisms) exhibited by participants and subtle language differences they 
elicited.  I labeled field notes with dates and shorthand codes to expedite note taking, which were 
adjusted as needed.  Notes were useful data in accounting for information inaccessible via audio 
recording, for instance body language and facial expressions participants may (un)knowingly 
evince when discussing certain topics (Patton, 2002).  These types of data were utilized to 
reference especial comments made by participants and used throughout the study, particularly 
during follow-up interviews (Patton, 2002).  Field notes were used to highlight interview 
questions participants may not (or partially) respond to and comments that may appear 
nonsensical.  Moreover, I utilized field notes to keep track of my thoughts and ideas immediately 
after each interview.  Field notes were also employed to elucidate questions and assist in the 
cultivation and refinement of ideas that intermittently surfaced between and after interview 
sessions.  This data generation process allowed me to deepen interpretations and inferences 
advanced during analysis.   
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Researcher Reflective Journal.  Considering my role as research instrument, journal 
reflections provided information to corroborate interpretation and analysis (Janesick, 2011).  
Given this, I wrote reflective journal entries to help clarify thoughts and reference interview data 
captured in my field notes.  I also employed journaling to note and expand on sudden musings 
that arose in order to help me reflect on and refine varying aspects of this study.  While 
information generated from interviews and field notes were integral data, journaling served as a 
communicative tool I used to “speak back to” participants’ as I engaged the process of 
questioning my own thoughts and interpretations about participants’ experiences and 
perspectives.  It was meaningful for me to consider how I pursued “seeing” and “making sense 
of” data that emerged from the subjectivities of my own thoughts and emotions.  I own them as I 
was implicated in this research process.  Additionally, writing reflectively about how I responded 
to participants or why I contemplated an issue a certain way allowed me to “get inside my head 
and heart” as a self-reflexive researcher.  By self-reflexivity, reflecting on my own thoughts and 
behaviors as well as those signified by participants, I sought to be transparent and enhance 
trustworthiness.  
Data Analysis 
Analytical approaches common to phenomenography guided this study (see Åkerlind, 
2012; Bowden, 2000; Dahlgren & Fallsberg, 1991; Green & Bowden, 2009; Marton, 1981; 
Marton, 1988; Marton & Booth, 1997).  Phenomenographic analysis involves an iterative 
process grounded in sustained engagement with interview data (Bowden 2000; Dahlgren and 
Fallsberg, 1991; Green & Bowden, 2009; Marton & Booth, 1997).  Specifically, data analysis 
was based on an approach delineated by Dahlgren and Fallsberg (1991) for generating categories 
of description—conceptions that identify ways individuals experience and make meaning of a 
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phenomenon.  Their analytical approach involves seven steps comprised of familiarization, 
condensation, comparison, grouping, articulation, labeling, and contrasting (Dahlgren & 
Fallsberg, 1991).  Descriptions of the way I incorporated each step are detailed in subsequent 
sections.  Dahlgren & Fallsberg (1991) acknowledged there is no fixity in these steps and 
interplay exists among them.  Each step, in addition to the iterative nature of this approach, is 
depicted in Figure 3.2.  Further, consistent with Dahlgren & Fallsberg (1991), throughout the 
analysis (and during reporting) I ensured conservation of interviewees’ voices, commitment to 
Figure 3.2. Dahlgren’s and Fallsberg’s (1991) phenomenographic analysis approach. 
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variation and consistency in participants’ transcripts, and categories of description were a 
reflection of meanings experienced by participants.  Data analysis of interview transcripts, field 
notes, and reflective journal entries began in January 2018 upon completion of first round 
interviews and continued through an iterative process of (re)analyzing and (re)writing in October 
2018.  
Familiarization.  All interviews were transcribed and read start and finish to augment 
my familiarity with interview data.  At the outset I wrote comments in transcription margins to 
summarize the tone of interview sessions.  Minimal time passed between the rereading of 
transcriptions and re-listening to recordings to achieve a firmer understanding of context and 
preliminary interpretations and meanings referenced in participants’ reflections of their 
experiences.  After each rereading and re-listening included more margin notes to emphasize 
parts of interview text that caused me to (re)question what participants attempted to convey and 
make meaning of.  This continuous process of intensive reading, listening, and journaling 
(iteration) occurred the entirety of analysis to ensure participants’ reflections and dialogue were 
richly portrayed, especially meanings related to their experiences.  As I became more familiar 
with the interview data, I gained increased awareness of the emergence of disparate ideas, 
experiences, and meaning shared by participants (Dahlgren & Fallsberg, 1991).  
Condensation.  When condensing interview data, I used longer key statements to create 
shorter ones.  Dahlgren & Fallsberg (1991) suggested extended key statements about the 
phenomenon in question should be shortened (condensed) and the meaning of original dialogue 
preserved.  Deep familiarization of interview was required for this step, and I relied and reflected 
upon the interview data often, for it made the condensing of dialogue more accurate and 
manageable (Dahlgren & Fallsberg, 1991).  As I condensed statements on different ways 
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participants experienced leadership involvement in special education, disability, and identity, an 
Excel spreadsheet file(s) was created to transfer participants’ statements (both extended and 
condensed) onto.  Additionally, I referred to prior notes to help me write reflective summaries on 
transferred statements, remaining vigilant not to alter interview data too much it causes meanings 
embedded in participants’ original dialogue to become inauthentic and voiceless (Dahlgren & 
Fallsberg, 1991).  
Comparison.  During this step condensed statements were questioned critically in 
attempt to situate commonality between them.  While doing so I relied not only on condensed 
statements but also on situational narratives reflected in participants’ dialogue, rereading (and re-
listening when necessary) for more particularized ways participants expressed conceptions and 
understanding of their leadership involvement and identity.  The identification of similarities in 
statements allowed me to see tentative subsets of dialogue across interviews (Dahlgren & 
Fallsberg, 1991) as I moved around and color-coded statements from the Excel spreadsheet 
file(s) developed in the prior step.  
Grouping.  This process entailed taking compared statements consistent with one 
another, or close in meaning (similarly varied), and grouping them together into pools of 
meanings (Marton, 1981).  Statements placed together temporally in the comparison step came 
under additional scrutiny and were moved as necessary to align within newly formed pools of 
meaning.  I then developed and placed statements within the various pools to show complexity of 
participants’ conceptions and understanding of their personal and work experiences (Marton, 
1981) before moving forward with the next step.  The arrangement of statements emerged from 
how participants experienced and reflected understanding of their leadership involvement and 
identity.  Statements or conceptions less complex in experience and meaning (those more 
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commonly shared across participants) gave way to statements or conceptions more complex 
(those less commonly shared across participants) ways they reflected on their experiences.  
Articulation.  After the grouping of pools of meaning was completed, I began the 
process of writing (articulating) in my reflexive journal descriptions of how statements within 
each grouped pool of meaning were similar.  To help guide my thinking during this step, I 
reviewed comments previously scribed in transcription margins, notes composed in my reflective 
journal, and similar and contrasting patterns of participants’ descriptions (statements) of 
experiences across grouped pools of meaning.  Revised descriptions were written based upon 
regrouped statements, especially when they resulted in the merging or creation of new pools of 
meaning.  
Labeling.  According to Dahlgren and Fallsberg (1991), labeling requires the researcher 
to make “a suitable linguistic expression” (p. 152) to signify the essence of descriptions 
(meanings of conceptions) for each grouped pool of meaning.  Given this, labels were assigned 
to and represented actual categories of description.  According to Marton and Booth (1997), 
categories of description should: (a) stand as individual categories in clear relation to the aspect 
of the world under investigation so that each category tells us something distinct about a 
particular way of experiencing an aspect of the world; (b) stand in a logical relationship with one 
another; and (c) represent few categories as possible should capture the critical variation in the 
data.  As such, in this step labels (as categories of description) provided final classifications for 
the pools of meaning previously comprised.     
Contrasting.  This step was similar to the comparison and grouping steps.  When 
contrasting, however, I took labeled categories of descriptions, examined them, and finalized 
differences (variation) in meaning across interview data.  I then used the sets of labels (categories 
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of descriptions) to develop the outcome space, a visual representation of how “the complex of 
different experiences which together comprise the phenomenon and represents the phenomenon 
in the same way as categories of description represent conceptions” (Yates, Partridge, & Bruce, 
2012, p. 106).  Moreover, Marton and Booth (1997) asserted final categories of description and 
the outcome space they create is a depiction of variation on a collective level (across all 
interviews).  Thus, I used a table and a diagram (Bruce, 1997; Dahlgren & Fallsberg, 1991) to 
evince how my analysis of the interviews demonstrated variation in understanding ways 
participants experienced leadership involvement in special education and disability in relation to 
their identity. Analysis results were presented in the outcome space and reported as findings.   
Reporting  
After generating and analyzing interview data, the reporting of findings required detailed 
attention and planning.  I presented discourse and interpretations that sought to answer the 
research questions and imparted a sense of agency to participants’ experiences and voices 
(Dahlgren & Fallsberg, 1991).  I constructed narrative profiles for each participant.  Part of 
participants’ professional profiles disclosed their personal background and work history and 
context for the purpose of clarifying their experiences in special education and disability, as well 
as to help frame the participants’ sense of social and professional identity.  In addition to 
including profiles, I reported participants’ reflections as categories of descriptions, showing 
variation in their meaning and understanding of the phenomenon in the outcome space.  
Variation in meanings derived from the categories of description was clearly identified and 
presented in alignment with the purview of the study’s research questions.  
When reporting the findings, I made a comprehensive effort to write a manuscript 
relatable to a wide audience.  For instance, categories of description across participants’ 
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experiences were illuminated using direct quotations, but only dialogue meant to serve as 
portrayals of variant meanings (Bowden, 2000).  These portrayals featured meanings (results) 
specific to participants’ involvement in special education and disability and how they implicated 
identity.  Given my positionality as research instrument, also included in reported findings are 
my personal insights about the phenomenon under inquiry, which in part substantiates how the 
veracity of my assumptions and ways of thinking about this topic was influenced and advanced 
over the course of this study.  
Trustworthiness 
Qualitative inquiry without rigor and continual effort to enhance its ability to be regarded 
trustworthy is devalued (Creswell & Miller, 2000; Lincoln & Guba, 2007; Guba, 1981; Shenton, 
2004).  Guba (1981) highlighted the significance of exemplifying rigor and trustworthiness by 
addressing four essential constructs: credibility, transferability, dependability, and 
confirmability.  Each construct requires utilization of specific methodological strategies, for 
example triangulation (cross-checking of data), peer debriefing (involvement of an external 
examiner), and member checks (solicitation of participant reactions to information shared or 
transcribed) for credibility, use of thick descriptive data for transferability, and auditing for 
dependability and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 2007; Guba, 1981; Shenton, 2004).  
Considering these exemplars, in the following sections I address specific strategies I employed to 
extend the trustworthiness of this study.   
Credibility.  In qualitative research credibility refers to “confidence that 
(sic)[researchers] have accurately recorded the phenomena under scrutiny” (Shenton, 2004, p. 
64) and whether findings are believable from the participants’ perspectives.  To ensure credibly 
representing observational data, I utilized member checks and field notes.  Shenton (2004) 
	 75 
referenced Lincoln and Guba (1985) in noting member checks are central to the establishment of 
credibility.  Participants’ reactions to transcribed interviews and my observational field notes 
generated data I transcribed and reported as findings (Shenton, 2004), I “checked-in” with 
participants to confirm and clarify meanings of their ideas, perspectives, and dialogue.   
Transferability.  Transferability refers to the extent to which results from qualitative 
research can be transferred to other research contexts (Guba, 1981; Lincoln & Guba, 2007; 
Shenton, 2004).  Transferability can be supported by use of “thick descriptive data” (Lincoln & 
Guba, 2007, p. 19).  Because phenomenographic research seeks to explore variation in how 
individuals “describe relations between [themselves](sic) and various aspects of the world 
around them” (Marton, 1986, cited by Richardson, 1999, p. 60), I used in-depth description to 
contextualize and provide background information and descriptions of participants’ personal and 
work experiences, stated accounts, and other pertinent data and findings.  However, Shenton 
(2004) asserted even “after pursuing the description within the research report of the context in 
which the work was undertaken, readers must determine how far they can be confident in 
transferring to other situations the results and conclusions presented” (p. 70).  Given this, I made 
efforts to augment transferability of this study by presenting a detailed design, which includes 
specific types (and number) of participants involved, reasons for participant exclusion, data 
generation methods, time and length of interviews, and the period of time over which I analyzed 
data within the bounds of this study (Shenton, 2004). 
Dependability.  Dependability suggests if a qualitative study were repeated via the same 
context and methods research findings would be similar (Shenton, 2004).  Shenton (2004) 
contended qualitative researchers intensify others’ ability to depend on findings when they 
describe and execute a strategic research design, as well as operationalize thorough data 
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generation procedures and conduct a “reflective appraisal of the project” (p. 72).  These 
strategies serve as “overlapping methods” (p. 71) to ameliorate data consistency.  In this study 
consistency was advanced by readers’ ability to review detailed accounts of how I engaged the 
project, specifically various data generation processes (i.e. interviewing, field note-taking, 
reflective journaling, and member checking), and steps I took to manage, analyze, and report 
data (Shenton, 2004).  While the accounts may vary in response to the researcher in a 
conversational interview process, the major findings regarding the question, the relationships 
between involvement, leadership practice, and identities should be discernable and similar rather 
than duplicative. 
Confirmability.  Confirmability is the ability to “reduce the effect of investigator bias” 
(Shenton, 2004, p. 72) to enhance the extent to which results can be confirmed or corroborated 
by others.  Shenton (2004) further suggested confirmability in qualitative research ensures as 
many findings as possible are based on experiences of participants rather than the thoughts and 
preferences of the researcher.  I sought to ensure the confirmability of this study by articulating 
in advance the personal beliefs, biases, and assumptions I held in respect to my thoughts, 
emotions, and interests on this topic, as well as methodological drawbacks and their (positive and 
adverse) potential effects (Shenton, 2004).  Being transparent about my assumptions, engaging 
multiple data sources (i.e., interviews, field notes, reflective journaling), and conducting member 
checks supported triangulation (Lincoln & Guba, 2007; Shenton, 2004), which reduced the 
effects of researcher bias as a barrier to trustworthiness. 
Consideration of Self 
  As a qualitative researcher it is important to consider the ways in which my orientation 
and biases could influence the research process.  Below I offer a discussion on these points.  
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 Framing interpretation.  In qualitative research transparency of personal stance toward 
the subject of interest is paramount.  Norris (1997) offered noteworthy commentary on 
researchers understanding and voicing personal views and prejudgments they hold:  
A consideration of self as a researcher and self in relation to the topic of research is a 
precondition for coping with bias.  How this can be realised varies from individual to 
individual. For some, it involves a deliberate effort at voicing their prejudices and 
assumptions so that they can be considered openly and challenged.  For others, it happens 
through introspection and analysis. The task, if you like, is seeing what frames our 
interpretations of the world. (p. 174) 
Considering my role as an educator trained in special education and who had worked in 
various leadership and instructional roles with students with disabilities for nearly 16 years, I 
was sensitive to how educational leaders involved themselves with and practiced leadership 
toward such students; consequently, I brought at least three biases to this study.  First, my 
standpoint as a special educator and personal connection to the research topic manifested bias in 
favor of a high level of involvement and a deep commitment from those who worked with and 
led students with disabilities.  Second, my personal, professional, and research experiences led 
me to believe many educational leaders were underprepared to understand policies and 
procedures specific to special education and less confident in their capacity to involve 
themselves in issues pertinent to special education and students with disabilities.  Finally, even 
though this study was not about race and gender, considering my identity as a Black man, I was 
especially troubled when I saw or heard about the maltreatment of young Black males in special 
education.  
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Over the years I had personally witnessed them suspended and otherwise disciplined at 
higher rates than other identified groups of (dis)abled students.  Often my experiences caused me 
to doubt whether a veritable sense of equity, fairness, or social justice would ever be realized on 
behalf of students with disabilities irrespective of race, ethnicity, or gender.  These biases were 
inhibiting and productive in the analytical process as I learned alongside participants given their 
accounts for involvement in special education and disability and sense of social and professional 
identity.  
Research Bias.  Educational leadership researchers hold predispositions toward genres of 
research regarded valid, reliable, transferrable, and so forth.  Many pursue inquiry conducted via 
post-positivist methods while others consider naturalistic or qualitative approaches preferable.  
As a researcher I embraced research grounded in the qualitative tradition.  Although I employed 
a phenomenographic approach in this study, throughout the study I remained cognizant of its 
methodological limitations and equally interested in the utility of alternate qualitative methods of 
research.  For instance, I found import in autoethnographic and critical race theory (CRT) 
approaches to inquiry.  This tradition of inquiry provided an auspicious lens to interrogate 
oppressive, discriminatory leadership practices that contribute to principals’ (lack of) 
involvement with minoritized students in special education.  Furthermore, experiences 
considered significant to participants suggested need for future research using alternative 
theories and methods such as CRT.  
Limitations 
While the focus on what compelled educational leaders to be more or less involved in 
special education and to consider ways they accounted for their involvement was central to this 
study, the research design presented multiple limitations.  For instance, how I defined 
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“educational leaders” narrowed the sample size.  There may have been additional participants 
who considered themselves educational leaders and worked (in)directly in special education and 
with students with disabilities but did not fall within the selective classification.  Interested 
individuals may have declined to participate due to recruitment methods.  They may have 
eschewed efforts to participate without having first received direct contact and information from 
the researcher.  Findings were specific to the limited number of participants from which this 
sample was drawn. 
Moreover, provided some participants may not have responded to interview questions 
with complete candor, understanding, or self-reported only what they considered germane, 
findings may not have accurately portrayed the depth or richness of their views and experiences.  
Further, as Hatch (2002) contended, participants may not be completely open and receptive to 
the interview process.  My position as researcher and practicing special educator and 
participants’ role as former educational leaders may have generated in them feelings of 
discomfort about sharing information regardless of confidentiality assurances and their 
retirement from the principalship.  
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CHAPTER FOUR:  
FINDINGS 
The purpose of this study was to better understand the involvement of former principals 
in special education.  More specifically, I aimed to explore variation in the ways former 
principals accounted for their involvement in special education with students identified or 
identifying as disabled and conceived of their leadership identity.  The following question guided 
this study and was used heuristically: How do former principals account for their involvement 
with special education and/or disability?  The subquestions were: 
1. What are principals’ accounts of being, becoming, and remaining involved with special 
education and/or disability?  
2. In what ways do principals attend to special education and/or disability? 
3. How do principals conceive of their leadership identity given their accounts of 
involvement with special education and/or disability? 
The phenomenon under inquiry in this study was “involvement with special education 
and/or disability,” namely various conceptions or meanings held by participants regarding what 
it meant to be involved with special education and/or disability and the relationships between 
conceptions of involvement and identities.  Conceptions of involvement included, but were not 
limited to, perceived ways participants found personal relevance to engage through attentiveness 
and commitment (i.e., actions connected to emotional attachment and potentially influenced by 
their sense of competence and confidence in their leadership) in direct, hands-on leadership in 
special education and with students with disabilities.   Additionally, leadership was understood 
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as a professional identity role that changed (i.e., capability, confidence) in relationship to one’s 
(social) identities and in response to others’ (social) identities in context and over time.  The 
accounts of retired principals were the primary sources of data.  
In Chapter 3 discussion of the phenomenographic approach used to analyze data was 
outlined.  Phenomenography involves explication and visual representation of qualitatively 
different ways individuals conceive an experience.  Findings in this chapter are presented as a 
summary of the retired principals’ professional backgrounds; group vignette and participant 
profiles; categories of description representing different ways participants accounted for their 
involvement in special education and leadership identity; and a depiction of the outcome space 
showing variation between the ways participants experienced conceptions and meanings of 
leadership involvement in special education and leadership identity.  
Participants’ Professional Background Summary 
 Participants’ background information was generated to yield further insight into their life 
and work experiences.  Five participants were selected for this study; they were interviewed 
between January and February 2018.  Answers pertaining to background information were 
derived from initial responses to interview protocols (Appendix A and Appendix B).  
Participants were retired principals whose professional experiences included working for 
disability agencies prior to entering public education, teaching in various instructional positions 
across the United States, and serving as (assistant) principals at the elementary (Grades PreK-5) 
and secondary (Grades 6- Age 22) levels.  Their length of service in public education spanned 36 
to 42 years and extended 11 to 22 years in the principalship.  All were beyond age 62. 
Information asked of and voluntarily offered by participants during interviews and post hoc was 
utilized to design the following group vignette and participant profiles. 
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Group Vignette and Participant Profiles   
I created pseudonyms for participants: Garrick, Andrea, Ramona, Vincent, and Frances.  
Participants were listed and subsequently profiled in the order interviewed (Table 4.1).  Three 
were female principals of elementary schools.  One had an adult daughter diagnosed with a 
severe intellectual disability that resulted from complications at birth.  Both male participants 
were principals of secondary schools.  One was diagnosed with a learning disability and had an 
adult daughter identified learning disabled.  The second was diagnosed with a visual impairment 
at childhood and self-reported difficulty reading his entire life though he was never identified 
learning disabled.  All participants were retired less than 10 years.  
Table 4.1 
     
      Professional Profiles 
    
   
  
  Participant 
ID Gender Race Level 
Years as 
Principal 
Years since 
retirement 
Garrick Male White Secondary 11 5 
Andrea Female White Elementary 16 5 
Ramona Female Black Elementary 22 8 
Vincent Male White Secondary 15 8 
Frances Female White Elementary 21 7 
Note. Participants arranged in first-round interview order.  
 
 The retired elementary principals worked in central Florida school districts.  Each 
presided over two different schools during their career and never had more than one assistant 
principal on their administrative team.  One worked as a principal in urban elementary schools, 
the second was a principal in suburban elementary schools, and the third served as a principal in 
rural elementary schools.  Schools they administered ranged in size, from 600 to 1,100 students.  
They all led at least one cluster school during their tenure.  Cluster schools were designated 
schools within participants’ respective districts at which particular exceptional student education 
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(ESE) programs were administered.  Moreover, these schools enrolled general education students 
as well as students with specific identified disabilities (i.e., autism, intellectual disabilities, 
emotional behavior disorders, etc.) from neighboring school zones.  
One former secondary principal presided over three different schools during his tenure 
(i.e., K-8, middle [6-8], and high school).  The other led one school that directed programs for 
expectant mothers through Adult Education.  Both worked in school districts in central Florida. 
Each school the secondary principals led was situated in a rural location and differed in size, 
from 900 to 1,500 students.  Most students who attended schools led by these principals were 
transported considerable distances—some nearly two hours by bus each way.  In addition, both 
principals presided over schools classified as center schools.  Students with disabilities enrolled 
in their schools were on regular and alternative diploma standards.  Many were entitled to special 
education services through age 22 and involved in vocational programs that helped them obtain 
pre- and post-graduation employment.  
To help answer the study’s research questions and contextualize conceptions and 
meanings shared by the retired principals’ about leadership involvement and sense of identity 
related to their experiences in special education and/or with disability, the immediate subsections 
include personalized participant profiles.  
Garrick.  Garrick worked in education 40 years, of which 31 were spent in a large rural 
school district. Before entering public education he was a social worker for the Florida 
Department of Retardation Services.  As a social worker, Garrick provided transportation and 
established medical and rehabilitative services for individuals with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities through local disability agencies.  Upon starting a career in public 
education, he worked as a teacher in an alternative school for juveniles sentenced for 
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misdemeanor and felony criminal offenses.  He worked in this position nine years and then 
transitioned into a secondary guidance counselor role eight years.  Afterwards, Garrick served as 
an assistant principal eight years before becoming a middle school principal, high school 
principal, and K-8 school principal.  
During Garrick’s childhood, his father collaborated successfully with community leaders 
to establish a program aimed at reducing recidivism among minoritized youth offenders.  Garrick 
also grew up living close to his aunt (his mother’s sister) who had Down syndrome.  When his 
grandmother was no longer able to care for his aunt, she was placed in an “institution,” which 
Garrick expressed “was really a nightmare to see”.  He was diagnosed with a learning disability, 
retained in high school and completed the retention year with his younger brother, and eventually 
sent to a boarding Catholic military school.  Garrick has an adult daughter who was born 
prematurely and later diagnosed with a learning disability.  His daughter is an elementary school 
teacher.  
Andrea.  Andrea began her teaching career as a high school chorus director in Georgia.  
After working in this position a few years, she moved to Florida and accepted a job as an 
elementary school music teacher.  Afterwards, she worked six years as an elementary school 
guidance counselor.  During her tenure as a guidance counselor she was encouraged to pursue 
administration.  While working in a large suburban school district in central Florida, Andrea 
worked as an assistant principal 10 years and principal 16 years, all at the elementary school 
level.  Her tenure as principal ended at a school designated an Autism cluster site.  
Andrea’s earliest experience with a person with a disability occurred her first year as a 
teacher. She discussed fondly a female student who had a mild intellectual disability.  The 
student was “welcomed” into her class and chorus.  According to Andrea, “She performed.  She 
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wore her gown...and the kids were accepting of her.”  Before Andrea relocated to Florida, she 
discovered the candidate likely to replace her did not want to include students with disabilities in 
the high school chorus, so she implored the principal not to hire him and the principal agreed.  
While in retirement, Andrea volunteers at her church assisting with childcare for children with 
disabilities.  
Ramona.  Ramona was employed by a large metropolitan central Florida school district 
36 years, starting as an elementary teacher who taught Marine Biology to students identified as 
gifted.  After teaching 10 years, she became an assistant principal of an elementary school and 
served in that position four years before receiving a principal appointment.  Ramona was a 
principal of two urban elementary schools—one in an affluent area with a low minoritized 
student population and ESE programs for students with severe cognitive and behavioral 
disabilities, and the other in an impoverished community with a high minoritized student 
population and ESE programs for students with less severe disabilities.  
A year prior to becoming a principal Ramona gave birth to a daughter diagnosed with a 
severe intellectual disability that resulted from complications at birth.  Her daughter remained in 
the hospital a full year, arriving home with a shunt still attached to her head and on an oxygen 
machine.  Ramona was taught by home nurses to feed her daughter through a feeding tube; years 
later she was capable of eating solid foods.  Ramona’s daughter had 22 operations during her 
lifetime.  Although she uses a wheelchair, she is able to walk short distances with physical 
assistance and requires weekly physical therapy.  Ramona maintained caring for her daughter is 
immensely difficult, but “God places no more [responsibility] on us than we can bear.” 
Vincent.  Vincent worked 38 years in a large suburban school district in central Florida.  
He began his career in education as an elementary paraprofessional (teacher’s aide) two years 
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before becoming an elementary teacher.  After working in this position several years, he taught 
middle school language arts and then transitioned into a behavior specialist role six years.  
Afterwards, he was promoted to assistant principal and worked at the middle and high school 
levels six years.  Vincent was then appointed principal 15 years, all spent leading an alternative 
education/cluster school that enrolled school-aged youth and adults pursuing a general education 
diploma (GED), students with mild and severe intellectual disabilities attending post-high school 
educational and job placement programs, and young expectant and new mothers in pursuit of a 
regular or alternative high school diploma.   
At an early age Vincent was diagnosed with a medical condition that caused partial 
blindness in his right eye.  Throughout schooling he struggled academically and never 
considered himself particularly astute or athletic.  Although he finished high school with 
minimum graduation requirements, it was not until college he realized his inability to read 
proficiently, made evident while he was enrolled in a reading course.  Furthermore, Vincent 
shared, given the extent to which he experienced difficulty reading and writing as a child and 
adult, he might have been identified learning disabled had he been in a public school setting and 
with teachers who were more knowledgeable about helping children (with limitations) who 
struggled to perform academically.  
Frances.  Frances began her career as an elementary school teacher first in Bronx and 
later in Queens, New York before moving to Florida.  After relocating, she taught kindergarten 
one year in a large suburban school district in central Florida and was then recruited by a District 
administrator to work as an assistant principal.  Frances was an assistant principal two and a half 
years and subsequently appointed to the principalship.  She served as an elementary school 
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principal 21 years in the same school district, wherein she later worked as a district director five 
years.   
Frances was reared in a racially and ethnically diverse community in Bronx, New York.  
She described her family’s financial status as “poor” and childhood experiences “hard” while 
growing up in the “projects”—at times, her family disturbingly close to eviction because her 
parents would encounter hardship paying monthly rent.  Frances recounted how she and her 
mother frequented their apartment building basement during winter months to stay warm by 
standing near the furnace and how she owned “these one pair of holey, dirty shoes” kids teased 
her about when she attended elementary school.  From these and other earlier life experiences 
Frances accredited much of her longing to work with diverse children and families, including 
students with disabilities, as an educator.  
In the following sections, meaning statements (direct quotes) provided by the retired 
principals were used to develop categories of description—conceptions or meanings that signify 
various ways individuals experience a particular aspect, a phenomenon, of reality (Marton; 1981; 
Yates, Partridge, & Bruce, 2012).  The separate categories represent parts of the entirety of 
interview data (or views) shared by the research participants.  In addition to participants’ 
statements, excerpts from the researcher’s reflective journal were included to emphasize 
participants’ and the researcher’s shared experiences, views, and meanings paramount to this 
study.  
Experiences of Leadership Involvement In Special Education: Categories of Description 
The phenomenon under inquiry in this study was involvement with special education 
and/or disability, namely various conceptions or meanings held by participants regarding what it 
meant to be involved with special education and/or disability and the relationships between 
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conceptions of involvement and identities.  This section focuses on qualitatively different 
categories of descriptions (variation in conceptions or meanings) that emerged from participants’ 
experiences with leadership involvement.  Detailed analysis of the 10 interview transcripts 
revealed four qualitatively different ways the retired principals experienced leadership 
involvement in special education and/or disability.  They are represented by the categories of 
description: Involvement Experienced as Active Presence; Involvement Experienced as Critical 
Reflection; Involvement Experienced as Advocacy; and Involvement Experienced as Resistance 
(Figure 4.1).  Statements taken from the retired principals’ accounts were used to illuminate 
conceptions and meanings focal to their involvement experiences, as well as their sense of 
leadership and (social) identities related to their involvement experiences.  
In Figure 4.1 categories of description representing participants accounts are arranged as 
primary categories (leadership involvement) and relational categories (leadership identity).  
These categories were developed from rigorous familiarization of participants’ statements 
grouped into pools of meanings.  The categories are complementary yet varied and presented in 
significance or complexity of meaning—Primary Category 1 (experiences more commonly 
shared across participants) through Primary Category 4 (experiences least commonly shared 
across participants).  Meanings underlying primary categories (leadership involvement) were 
drawn from different ways participants’ described (thus experienced) how they socially 
interacted with or otherwise engaged processes centered on establishing and maintaining 
working, supportive relationships with students with disabilities.  
In addition to conceptions linked to participants’ social interactions were notions relating 
to how they employed self-reflection to ameliorate their involvement, which provided deeper 
revelation into concomitant themes of awareness (Åkerlind, 2005; Marton & Booth, 1997) 
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related to their experiences.  In Figure 4.1 the center column depicts three levels of awareness 
that differentiate connections between participants’ understanding of the phenomenon and 
categories of description (Åkerlind, 2005; Cope, 2000).  Further, the dotted lines signify the 
fluidity of categories—that is, participants’ accounts did not necessarily conform to a single 
category.  Moreover, categories of description are not meant to be symbolic of or reducible to 
how any single participant made meaning of his or her leadership involvement experience and 
identity but rather exemplify a collective of meanings shared and contrasted between participants 
(Åkerlind, 2012; Bowden & Green, 2009).  Direct quotes in subsequent sections were included 
based on brevity and ability to clearly represent the salience of varied categories.   
Figure 4.1. Categories of description of leadership involvement. 
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Involvement Experienced as Active Presence  
 Analysis of data revealed participants conceived and experienced—on a fundamental 
level—involvement in special education as the professional responsibility and expectation to 
attend special education meetings and visit classrooms.  This was apparent in some participants’ 
narratives describing how they actively worked with and for students with disabilities, their 
parents and teachers.  More pointedly, at this conceptual level of leadership involvement, the 
experience of active presence included participants working with professional (and ethical) 
rectitude for the everyday education of students in special education as they also developed 
meaningful working relationships with parents.  Andrea indicated this as she discussed the 
centrality of her role with regards to working with students with disabilities.  Emphasizing 
personal responsibility for providing classroom assistance and continual acquisition of 
“supports” (instructional and otherwise) for students with disabilities, Andrea declared, “I am the 
leader.  I better be supporting,” and “how [can] we support that child...and get them where they 
need to be?”  Further, Andrea positioned leadership involvement as idea and action not merely 
restricted to students with disabilities within schooling contexts but rather more widely construed 
“to get them where they need to be” in preparation for life.  From within this broader conception 
of leadership involvement surfaced two sub-conceptions: participatory modeling and 
demystifying other(ness).  These are subsequently explicated.  
Participatory modeling.  Whereas some participants watched and waited ambivalently 
for “experts” (ESE teachers, district leaders, etc.) to assume leadership in special education, 
others proactively led and modeled responses.  In this respect Frances framed involvement as 
effort and (in)ability to think carefully about and “know all the children, what their disability 
was, and what accommodations they had” at all times and for various purposes.  Punctuating this 
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conception, her involvement with many of her students identified with more severe disabilities 
was guided by the question, “What happens if they have a seizure...I wanted to know what to do 
even though I was not the teacher.  I had to know what is appropriate for that child and what the 
IEP goals were.”  
Some students Ramona worked closest with were unable to control their basic bodily 
functions.  Making sense of how she understood and persevered through hardship when leading 
her students and staff, she recounted:  
There were times when we couldn't clean those ESE rooms, especially when those 
children would defecate.  I bought special gloves, lots of [bleach]. . .and we went in as a 
team because once we put them on the bus, they're going to be back the next day.  
Sometimes the janitors didn't show up, so either you going to let that stuff sit there or 
we’re going to become a team.  You have to model what you want others to do.  I 
couldn't just sit there in my suit and do nothing.  
Similarly, Garrick discussed interactions he experienced with students with disabilities.  
One example detailed how and when a student with Autism was emotionally distressed in the 
cafeteria.  Garrick explained the student became over-stimulated, started rocking back and forth 
and became violent.  Witnessing this, Garrick took charge, clearing the area, and “I sat next to 
him on the floor.  All I would do is, I held his hand...I'd do this because this calmed him.” 
Garrick learned how and why this student needed calming during stressful times because he 
attended the student’s IEP meetings.  Because Garrick was present and participated in the 
resolution of this situation, he was able to model respect and compassion while a non- or less-
involved principal may have secluded, suspended, or responded in fear of the student.    
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Demystifying other(ness).  Within the conceptual purview of involvement experienced 
as active presence, participants engaged a process of demystifying other(ness) among students 
with disabilities.  This process represents participants’ efforts to help families become more 
comfortable with notions of and services unique to special education for (un)identified students, 
as well as the necessity to establish trusting relationships with parents.  According to Ramona, 
parents of students with disabilities sometimes (un)knowingly misrepresent their child has a 
disability, for fear their child will be treated unfairly or inequitably.  Drawing attention to her 
leadership experiences in this area, Ramona sought assurance students received appropriate ESE 
services, though some “parents know, but they don’t tell” when their child might need such 
services or when parents withheld this information about their child during enrollment.  Ramona 
expressed, “they try to see if this child, going into a different setting, is going to be different,” 
but “sometimes it is and sometimes it isn’t.  [Parents] open up once you meet with them...As 
long as you are honest with them and let them know you are there for them...they’ll open up.”  
For Ramona, active presence was grounded in maintaining transparent and trusting relationships 
with students and parents, helping them understand her efforts were not meant to be ambiguous 
or deceitful when securing (potential) services for their child.  Conversely, her involvement was 
guided by a desire to build relationships with students and parents, which often led her to divulge 
personal experiences about her daughter’s disability in attempt to allay parents’ fears and 
concerns about their child being placed into and/or continuing to receive exceptional student 
education.  
Similarly, Garrick claimed his ability to safeguard respect and open-up about themselves 
among students with disabilities and their parents was affirmed when participating in parent-
teacher conferences for students with disabilities.  Through attending as many as of these 
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conferences as possible, Garrick focused on “listening to understand” when parents contested 
neither their child’s needs nor their concerns were being appropriately resolved. Garrick shared 
he did his best to ensure he and school personnel served students with disabilities well, so when 
parents expressed otherwise, he did not receive their beliefs defensively because “you don’t 
understand how they feel.”  Reinforcing leaders’ need to respect and trust students’ and parents’ 
experiences with disability, he added, “It is important to understand how to communicate with 
parents…So I think administrators need to stop, back up, and think about some of the things 
parents might be going through.”  
In this category participants’ meaning statements structured leadership involvement in 
special education as the conceptual outgrowth of practical, direct work performances and social 
interactions in conflict with their leadership role and internal states of being (i.e., being ethical, 
sympathetic, trustworthy, etc.) as they engaged students with disabilities and their parents.  
Moreover, in the subsequent section participants’ ability to understand and analyze experiences 
was predicated on the extent to which they were often deliberate about the nature of self-
reflection and its use in effecting leadership involvement with students with disabilities and/or 
disability.  
Involvement Experienced as Critical Reflection  
 Accounts presented in this category convey participants’ leadership involvement not only 
as the manifestation of professional tasks and social relationships important to their work 
with/for the child/parent but also as informed responses [i.e., leadership involvement as self-
reflection, -critique, and/or -analysis that invoked personalized and organizational change (e.g., 
safety procedures, etc.) for students with disabilities].  Here, critical reflection represents a more 
nuanced conception of leadership involvement, a facilitative means through which participants 
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sought to demonstrate flexibility and willingness to (re)consider approaches they had either 
pursued or intended to pursue when attending to special education, which in many cases 
deepened their knowledge and expanded their involvement with students with disabilities.  Three 
accompanying participants’ conceptions emerged from the larger one: empathic dissonance, 
recursive, reflective adaptation and tempered acceptance.  
Empathic dissonance.  Analysis revealed uncertainty resulting from participants’ 
capacity to understand and internalize students with disabilities life experiences in juxtaposition 
to their own ideas about and goals for improving student outcomes.  As such, Vincent purported 
principals bear obligation to prepare students with disabilities for workplace and alternative post-
school outcomes.  Recounting an unsuccessful effort to convince a student with a disability to 
graduate high school, Vincent stated, “next to the parking lot lives a kid I totally failed.”  He 
maintained the student’s “whole thing was, ‘I'm 19, I'm going to take my [social security] money 
and I'm not gonna do anything for the rest of my life’...he's probably one of the most capable 
kids we had.  I failed him.”  Conceptual meanings attached to Vincent’s experience were 
premised on his inability to work auspiciously for students with disabilities with regards to 
bringing more interesting vocational programs and career preparation choices into the school for 
them to “grab onto,” which he occasionally heard from students while gardening with them or 
when attending other classes where he sometimes posed jokingly as a student.  In contrast, 
Vincent expressed pride when “seeing those special graduations...students let me know that we 
were doing things that made a difference in our community and in their lives.”  For Vincent, 
working with/for the child/parent subsumed ability to establish viable and interesting curricular 
options that provided students with disabilities the potential to experience success beyond 
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school.  Because of his perceived lack of ability to accomplish this goal, he personalized students 
with disabilities success and failure as likely his own. 
Other participants shared meaning toward the significance of demonstrating empathic 
connections amid their leadership involvement with and for students with disabilities and parents 
as well.  Frances illuminated this notion when declaring, “I don’t think I did enough to include 
parents in the happy things at school.”  While she understood the import of organizing and 
participating in celebratory events for students with disabilities, she struggled with (missed) 
opportunities to champion students’ achievements with parents.  Prying deeper into her thoughts, 
she conveyed, “parents whose lives were very difficult should have had more happy things 
connected to the school...a lot of those parents had struggles, every day and every night...I wish I 
had done more happy things with the parents.”  Frances’ expression of regret and empathy about 
limiting parents’ involvement in the celebration of their child’s schooling experiences suggest 
self-critique as a practice of critical reflection.   
Recursive, reflective adaptation.  For participants, involvement as ongoing critical self-
reflection, particularly seeking to understand how and when to adjust their thinking to attend to 
students with disabilities, caused them to reexamine how they adapted to meet students' needs 
individually and collectively.  For example, having spent years leading schools without a 
“student who was deaf and hard of hearing” and those with more intensive intellectual and 
physical disabilities, Garrick realized the need to self-reflect and to better understand how to 
alter the execution of myriad organizational procedures (e.g., fire drills, etc.) for these students.  
Giving focused, introspective attention to students with disabilities needs was significant to 
Garrick's leadership involvement “because when you have special needs students and there is a 
fire drill…you got to get people down there to get those kids out because they are in hospital 
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beds and…they need to be evacuated.”  Further, Garrick believed this leadership conception was 
pertinent to the development of his personal “contingency plan” for addressing emergency 
situations and instructional goals for students with disabilities, which for him was manifested 
through the idea, "What can I do to make sure that I serve these children?"  
Vincent, working with a student whose disability resulted from an emotional and 
behavioral disorder, attended to the student’s need by “problem-solving” (reflecting)—alone and 
with administrative and instructional staff—how best to educate the student alongside her peers.  
Perplexed by the student’s physical aggressiveness, Vincent and his staff had to frequently 
restrain her.  He reflected often over the extent to which they engaged this practice despite the 
fact “she's was endangering herself and other kids…you shouldn't be restraining her because 
that's what she wants.  So how do you get around that? I lost that one.”  Although Vincent gave 
much thought to “what could I do differently” to help the student, he conceded being “being at a 
loss” about how to improve how he and his staff responded to the student’s behavior before she 
placed at another school.  
Both during and after Vincent’s interview I thought about his facial expressions and the 
cadence and fluctuating pitch of his voice as he recalled this leadership experience.  I later wrote 
in my reflective journal: 
I was surprised by how his recollection of the experience seemed so present, still 
somewhat agonizing for or upsetting to him. It was as if he experienced the episode 
yesterday. I wonder whether his facial grimaces, the inflections in his voice, and his hand 
movements indicated he is still bothered by the student’s behavior or his inability to 
resolve the situation without outside intervention.  
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Tempered acceptance.  Prior experience—and lack thereof—influenced how 
participants responded temperamentally toward students with disabilities, particularly when 
disciplining them.  Moreover, for some, achieving a better understanding of personal motives 
undergirding their involvement in such situations demanded the acceptance of personal and 
professional limitations, as well as rights granted to students with disabilities.  This concept was 
brought into perspective for Andrea when, as a new principal, she was reprimanded for over-
disciplining a student with a disability who had "cussed at one of my teachers."  Andrea 
commented, “I got my hands slapped by District on that one.  That was a big no-no.  I learned 
from it.”   
Consequently, she became increasingly aware “we have to become patient when looking 
at what we call exceptionalities.”  For Andrea, the benefit of reflecting on her actions and 
utilizing experience to advance the way she disciplined students with disabilities was critical.  
Emphasizing need to enact less punitive disciplinary measures for students identified disabled, 
Andrea practiced thinking to herself “What does this kid need instead of punishment.  
Unfortunately, it’s the ‘bad boy, the bad girl’ who gets suspended and the need is sometimes 
unidentified. Sometimes it's sensory.  We all have sensory preferences and sensory deficits.”  
In this category participants’ conception of leadership involvement was predicated on 
their awareness and (in)ability to engage in self-reflection—sometimes in nexus with situations 
that called into question their leadership in special education—to ameliorate ways in which they 
contemplated leading and responding to students with disabilities.   
Involvement Experienced as Advocacy   
 This category evidences the retired principals’ conception of leadership involvement as 
advocates for students with disability.  Advocacy involved institutional enactments of personal 
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and professional beliefs on issues pertaining to social equity, fairness, and, as Frances remarked, 
“no child,” including students with disabilities, “should be unloved.”  Given this, meaning 
statements presented here intend to evince participants’ leadership as courageous expression 
suffused with advocacy for students with disabilities.  Sub-conceptions included under the 
panoply of this category are facilitative (peer) advocacy and promoting self-efficacy. 
Facilitative (peer) advocacy.  Illustrating participants’ involvement in creating a culture 
of inclusion imbued with social equity and acceptance, facilitative (peer) advocacy represents 
ways participants responded to non-disabled students in attempt to encourage peer advocacy for 
students with disabilities.  Within six months of assuming principalship of a different school, 
Garrick eschewed the orthodoxy of having students in self-contained classes (i.e., students 
identified behaviorally and intellectually disabled) attend separate lunch periods.  Desiring to 
rectify this practice because it was “not right”, Garrick informed assistant principals and 
teachers, “I don't want that to happen anymore.  I want them to go to regular lunches.”  He 
maintained, “I wasn't sure how kids would embrace it.  I thought they [the special needs 
students] might get made fun of or get castigated.”  Yet he moved forward and instructed 
teachers to bring the students into the regular lunch periods and allow them to sit wherever they 
wanted, upsetting some teachers and parents in the process.    
Notwithstanding negative feedback, Garrick believed this effort provided opportunities 
for himself and others, particularly general and special education students, “to step out of their 
comfort zone and advocate for someone who had special needs.”  As such, one day at a table 
where a student with a disability and football players sat, Garrick recalled “a fight broke out...a 
kid had disrespected one of the special needs students and one of the football players punched 
him in the face.”  Aware the aggression enacted by the athlete was problematic, Garrick 
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considered the incident a likely good sign students were learning to work through their 
differences, advocating for one another's personhood regardless of their (dis)ability.  When later 
reprimanding the student athlete in his office, instead disciplining him with out-of-school 
suspension, Garrick simply asked the student “to hold out his hand” as he gave him two gentle 
taps with his forefinger and told him “not to do that again” before dismissing him to class. 
 Promoting self-efficacy.  Data analysis highlighted additional ways participants sought 
to include students with disabilities in the school culture (i.e., by making them discernibly 
visible, giving them varied social responsibilities, promoting opportunities for them to contribute 
on campus, etc.).  For instance, believing students with severe cognitive impairments have 
underutilized skills and a desire to feel “more valued, more useful” socially, Garrick worked with 
these students open a coffee shop.  He solicited volunteers (i.e., teachers and administrators) to 
help “pay for the coffee and cups and all those things” so the students could “sell coffee to the 
public.”  The students were responsible for delivering pre-ordered regular and iced coffee to 
teachers’ classrooms.  In addition to helping the students establish a coffee shop, Garrick worked 
with teachers to augment the students' social skills, showing and reminding them how to properly 
knock on teachers' doors, to say "excuse me", and to make eye contact when talking.  Garrick 
recounted as the students delivered coffee, the teachers smiled, praised the students, and thanked 
them.  According to Garrick, the students “felt validated by members of the school who probably 
would not have spent time acknowledging or talking to them if it were not for a simple cup of 
coffee.”  Garrick was concerned with these students' potential to take a firmer stake in who they 
were as individuals and their ability to contribute to the wider school environment.  
Participants who advocated for and sought to improve students with disabilities’ 
independence made purposeful (physical) changes to their school.  For instance, Frances shared 
	 100 
how the second school she was appointed to did not have the infrastructure to accommodate 
students with disabilities, particularly students with physical impairments.  She perceived the 
situation personally offensive, believing it functioned to dehumanize students with physical 
disabilities.  According to Frances, it was “unfair” to these students and if she were physically 
impaired she would not want her access to school facilities to be obstructed.  Thus, she declared, 
“We had to install, which were not there, automatic doors for children who were in 
wheelchairs...they could take themselves to the media center to get a book or whatever else they 
needed to go.”  Frances' expanded students' ability to gain more independence, unencumbered by 
physical (and diminished ideological) social structures limiting their potential to benefit from 
enriched, autonomous opportunities to access resources and to socialize within common spaces 
among all students and staff at the school.   
Involvement Experienced as Resistance   
Conceptions associated with participants' experiences in special education were 
entrenched in systemic, institutionally-disruptive efforts enacted to mollify misperceptions, 
attitudes, and emotional indifferences students and staff held against students with disabilities 
and notions of disability.  When accounting for their involvement in such situations, the retired 
principals envisioned their beliefs and actions as resistance or countermeasures requiring them to 
situate direct responsibility upon themselves to correct errant and overly simplified beliefs about 
disability and students with disabilities.  Additionally, in this category participants resorted to 
overt emotional appeals and procedural or policy changes to achieve higher social standing and a 
deeper moral conviction among students and staff for the betterment of students in special 
education. Sub-categorical conceptions include reimagining disability, children are (not simply) 
children, and fratricidal resistance. 
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Reimagining disability.  Some participants took direct issue with the term “disability,” 
offering critique of social stigmas associated with the term and individuals with disabilities. As 
they worked among students and staff they purposefully sought to reorient (or reimagine) by 
using what they considered more socially normalizing discourse.  The following statement 
Garrick implied educators need to rethink disability—and by default individuals without 
disabilities—as they consider the term and the natural intellectual and physical adeptness 
possessed by students with disabilities:   
Disabled connotes your car is broken down on the side of the road. It's disabled; it doesn't 
work. There's nothing wrong with these students other than they don't fit into the scheme 
of normal behaviors or intellectual quotients or whatever the case might be.  
Children are (not simply) children.  Rather than being amenable to socializing with and 
teaching all children, regardless of (dis)ability, teachers often hold rigid beliefs toward the need 
to maintain separate classes for special education students.  Children are (not simply) children 
illustrate how participants challenged biases toward children with disabilities held by teachers in 
their school.  For example, upon reappointment to a different school, Frances was alarmed and 
asserted, “this obviously should not have been this case”.  She began implementing new school-
wide practices to “change the thinking of teachers...and relationships teachers had with our 
disabled children and relationships disabled children had with our non-disabled children.”  One 
practice involved moving self-contained classes into the main building and including students 
with disabilities in more general education classes.  Responding to Frances' actions, many 
general education teachers expressed disapproval by saying, “I didn't go to college for that”.  
Frances typically retorted, “Well, children are children.”  Special education teachers were 
equally dogmatic about their beliefs. Frances commented:  
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The [special education] teachers made a comment they didn't want the basic education 
kids in their building because they were going to destroy their building.  I said, but they 
haven't destroyed the main building, have they?  And it's 800 of them in here.  It looks 
pretty good to me. They almost had a worse case than the basic education teachers.  They 
didn't want the basic education kids in their building. 
To provide more inclusive learning experiences for students with disabilities, general education 
students, and all faculty, Frances and her assistant principal “began to integrate teams...so that 
every basic education team incorporated one [ESE] class...we moved ESE classes into the main 
building and moved basic education classes out...they kind of became the models for others."  
Fratricidal resistance.  Forcibly challenging organizational norms exacerbated by 
“inequitable funding” and district leaders’ treatment of special education students and staff 
almost cut short Ramona’s career.  Beset by persistent staff shortages, rickety school facilities, 
and unskilled teachers at her school, Ramona’s involvement with students with severe cognitive, 
emotional, and behavioral disabilities was manifested through close relationship and a continual 
need to acquire resources.  Her level of involvement rested on the notion “you had to fight...to 
get [District] to give you money so you could hire that individual to help that baby.  I had to be a 
voice for them because they were in my school family.”   
As a defiant act, she led a group of parents of children with disabilities enrolled at her 
school in a public rally against district and school board leaders.  Ramona coordinated a 
messaging campaign for parents to share with the local newspaper because, in her words, “I 
needed some stuff fixed...walking in those hallways...pushing a wheelchair...trying to teach a 
child how to ambulate on his or her own, you don't need clutter...anything broken...ramps are 
very important, [too].”  Further highlighting her involvement experience as resistance, she 
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commented, “The [news organization] came in and took pictures of me pointing at the mess that 
needed to be fixed.”  While inciting public attention to calamities students with disabilities faced 
at her school, as a Black female she was cautioned by friends and foes to “remember the color of 
your skin,” to which she would reply “it has nothing to do with the color of my skin.  It's about 
making sure it's safe for these children and doing what's best for them.”  After leading a bitter 
public campaign, Ramona recounted, “Yes.  I did get in trouble for that, but I got it 
repaired...they started painting and repairing everything I needed.”  
Experiences and meaning statements presented in this category demonstrate why and 
how participants conceived and enacted courage and political resistance to ensure students with 
disabilities were treated equitably and fairly.  Whereas one participant pressed for and on behalf 
of non-confrontational forms of peer advocacy for students with disabilities, the other participant 
risked her career to affirm students with severe disabilities were worthy of dignity and care.   
Participants’ willingness to involve themselves in special education and/or disability through 
such enactments revealed concomitant ways they conceived and worked to dismantle beliefs and 
institutional structures occluding theirs and others' involvement in special education and/or 
disability.   
Throughout preceding sections detailed accounts shared by participants unpacked how 
(early) life and professional experiences influenced their interests in becoming and remaining 
involved in special education and/or disability.  In many instances participants conceived 
leadership involvement in special education and/or disability as both direct, hands-on 
engagement and emotional/reflective responses that effectuated policy and procedural 
enactments to improve social and cultural structures within their schools.  Moreover, various 
ways participants became and remained involved in special education and/or disability 
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manifested from their personal and professional identity.  In the following section I discuss 
findings pertaining to leadership identity (as relational categories of description) and how 
identity interacted with leadership involvement (as primary categories of description). 
Experiences of Leadership Identity In Special Education: Relational Categories of 
Description 
As the retired principals made sense of their leadership involvement in special education 
and/or with disability, interrelated conceptions of leadership identity surfaced.  When discussing 
involvement participants drew attention to analogous social roles they performed (i.e., parent of a 
child with a disability, lifelong learner, etc.), identity markers (i.e., a person with a disability, 
etc.), and identity characteristics (i.e., one who is accepting, loving, kind, patient, etc.) to signify 
how they perceived or identified themselves while experiencing leadership in special education.  
In addition, leadership was understood as a professional identity role that changed (i.e., 
capability, confidence) in relationship to one’s social identities and in response to others’ social 
identities in context and over time.  As illustrated in Figure 5, findings in subsequent sections 
address the relational categories of leadership identity connected to participants' leadership 
involvement.  There were four corresponding qualitatively different ways participants ascribed 
meaning to their awareness of leadership identity.  They are represented by the categories of 
description: Identity Constructed through Compassion; Identity Constructed through Learning; 
Identity Constructed through Spirituality; and Identity Constructed through Dis/abled-ness.  
Categories of description are not meant to be symbolic of or reducible to how any single 
participant made meaning of his or her experience but rather reflect a collective of meanings 
shared and contrasted between participants (Åkerlind, Bowden, & Green, 2005). 
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Identity Constructed through Compassion  
In the first identity category analytical attention was given to the retired principals’ 
experienced attempts to make themselves more relatable—via emotionally laden appeals—to 
students with disabilities by sharing how their personal characteristics (identity) as former 
students, parents, professionals, person with a disability, and so forth affected how they 
experience(d) the world.  As they provided accounts of how they perceived of their own sense of 
self, it allowed students with disabilities to perceive them (as principals) more susceptibly, being 
easily influenced by internal and external life circumstances that impacted their successes and 
failures.  Further, participants’ attempts to reflect vulnerability in various social roles throughout 
their lives intended to demonstrate they were guided by compassion—the ability to sympathize 
or show empathy as they involved themselves in the lives of students with disabilities.  Identity 
constructed through compassion was demonstrated via participants’ attempts to build 
interpersonal relationships and a stronger sense of community within their school.  The 
subcategories are discussed below.  
Relationship builder.  For some participants building familial connections and 
relationships was an integral part of their role.  Their desire to build relationships with students 
and parents was nurtured through a compassionate orientation of self and for others.  As such, 
Ramona shared that “parents know, but they don’t tell” when their child might need special 
education services and parents sometimes withheld information about their child out of fear or 
that their child would be treated and perceived differently from “typical” children.  However, 
according to Ramona, parents “open up once you meet with them...As long as you are honest 
with them and let them know you are there for them...they’ll open up.”  Ramona demonstrated 
focused care (compassion) for students and families through building and maintaining 
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transparent and trusting relationships.  Additionally, building relationships often led her to 
divulge personal experiences about her daughter’s disability in attempt to allay parents’ fears and 
concerns about their child being placed into and/or continuing to receive exceptional student 
education.  
Garrick and Vincent also shared why and how they disclosed personal information about 
their own disability in attempt to build caring relationships with students and parents.  In their 
view, relating experiences about their disability allayed families’ fears and alleviated 
ambivalence about child(ren) being labeled disabled and continuing to receive special education 
and disability services into their adulthood.  Both Garrick and Vincent expressed it was 
meaningful students with disabilities (and parents) had a holistic understanding of who they were 
individuals, that students were aware they had many difficulties and successes as a person with a 
learning disability, and that they continued to view themselves as a principal who struggled to 
read and learn due to a learning disability.  Moreover, Garrick offered sharing personal 
information and perceptions about himself helped strengthen his relationship with students.  
Highlighting this point Garrick declared, “you open yourself, you become vulnerable, you 
embrace compassion...if you don't, you just hurt people.  You just hurt people.”  Considering the 
emotional weight of demonstrating compassion when building relationship with others, Garrick 
understood and used his identity and experiences to influence how he involved himself with 
students with disabilities. 
Community builder.  Including students with disabilities in the school community was 
of upmost importance for Frances.  She shared many experiences where she intentionally placed 
students with significant disabilities in important roles during school events (i.e., a queen in a 
school play, leader of a parade, etc.).  Frances frequently used her role as school principal to 
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break barriers that prevented the inclusion and participation of students with disabilities.  
According to Frances, "you look at your barriers and then you come up strategies to overcome 
them”.  Frances envisioned and held herself responsible for creating a school-wide environment 
and culture wherein members of the school were part of a larger community, including students 
with disabilities.  Recounting an encounter with a parent who was amazed her son knew and had 
developed meaningful relationships with others, Frances commented:   
One mom gave me an example, she was in Wal-Mart and 3 or 4 kids came over and said 
hello to her son.  She said, “I couldn’t believe my son had friends at school.”  I said your 
son has a lot of friends at school, a lot of friends, because she didn’t think he would have 
friends because he was non-verbal and in a wheelchair. 
Leadership identity through compassion entails the facilitation of involvement in special 
education and disability by building relationships and school community.  As such, participants 
presented themselves and wanted others to conceive them as more relatable.  Furthermore, they 
were able to reflect vulnerability and show empathy as they involved themselves in the lives of 
students with disabilities.  In perceiving their role as a builder of relationships and community, 
some participants were able to break down barriers that led to more inclusive and respectful 
school experiences for students with disabilities.  
Identity Constructed through Learning  
This identity category typifies how the retired principals’ experienced leadership identity 
vis-à-vis involvement in special education as the ability to rely on and learn from others (i.e., 
teacher leaders, district personnel, etc.) and to readily access different sources of information 
(i.e., district trainings, ESE policies, etc.) to strengthen their confidence when leading in special 
education.  As participants learned refined ways to work with students with disabilities due to the 
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nature of their disability, to ensure appropriate use of instructional accommodations, and to 
understand rules, procedures, and laws regarding special education, they often pursued a leader-
follower approach.  Given this, they exerted less authority while following others’ leadership and 
advice to help fill important gaps in knowledge, thus increasing their own confidence.  They 
entrusted other educators to provide them requisite information and assumed students were safer 
and better prepared under the guidance of educational leaders they perceived most qualified.  
Participants’ reliance on accessing knowledge of others to enhance their self-assurance in leading 
special education and working closely with students with disabilities was grounded in this sense 
of confidence.  The sub-categorical conceptions knowledge bearers and leader-followers are 
included under the broader category identity constructed through learning.  
Knowledge bearer.  This identity conception addresses participants’ intentionality to 
engage in professional development and personal learning of special education to become and be 
deemed versed in this area.  Ramona embraced her capability (professional identity) to stay up-
to-date with leadership information and practices specific to special education, as well as be 
viewed by others as having the “power and knowledge” to lead students with disabilities.  
Illuminating this point, she commented:   
I took ESE workshops and I took the ESE test with the state and it's on my certificate 
because the state wants you to be on top of what's going on in the ESE world…once the 
area leader saw what I was doing he had his entire [area leaders] take those workshops 
and get that on their certificate…its power and knowledge in knowing how to help 
yourself do better because when you know better you do better.  
The phrase invoking Ramona’s motivation to reinforce her confidence through accumulative 
education and training was “...its power and knowledge in knowing how to help yourself do 
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better...” and “When you know better, you do better.”  Ostensibly, Ramona was determined to 
not only be competent but to self-identify (and to be identified) as equipped with esoteric 
information and skills that endowed her a superior position as a leader focused on knowing more 
about special education and, particularly, students with disabilities.  
Leader-follower.  Some participants’ deference to others’ expertise and guidance when 
attending to special education and students with disabilities required temporal suspension of their 
leadership authority and beliefs—to function as a leader-follower.  Andrea’s account of this 
identity role buttressed her confidence to work with students with more demanding emotional 
and behavioral challenges.  Drawing from this identity role, Andrea recounted an experience 
helping a teacher in a self-contained autism class, “I would stand at the door after I entered the 
room and wait for the teacher to give me direction that it was okay to come in, that it was okay 
for me to interact.”  She further discussed through observing the teacher and following her 
directives, “that's where I learned, that's how I learned.”  Andrea believed her leader identity 
actualized in part from knowing the limitations of her leadership skills, seeking accurate 
information from proper staff, and being a “good listener.”  According to Andrea, her growth as 
a confident leader in special education was reinforced through “learning from other 
people...Listening. Watching. Observing...Talking to parents.  Talking to other people...I'm still 
learning.”  Further, she commented, “I knew I didn't have the knowledge that some of these folks 
had, the gifts that these folks had, so you lead people to grow their gifts,” which dualistically 
reified her leadership role and identity.  
Additionally, leader-followership as an identity characteristic of participants' involvement 
in special education emerged in their hiring practices.  For example, Frances commented, “I 
would always include other ESE teachers on my hiring team because they had more insight than 
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I had into the issues we needed to look for.”  She also relied on her assistant principal's input 
when hiring teachers for special education because they " thought a lot alike it came to 
improving the school for students with disabilities."  Likewise, Garrick chose leaders who 
reflected and reinforced his identity.  His efforts to build a like-minded administrative team—a 
team of leaders who shared his beliefs about disability and working with students with 
disabilities—was a testament of his “ability to work with special needs students, which was the 
foundation of [his] whole career.”  He put it perspicaciously,   
I surrounded myself with people that were as smart as I was if not smarter. Who worked 
as hard as I did if not harder and that knew about exceptional student education 
individuals. My assistant principals were all former ESE teachers. I hired them because 
of that. 
          Seeking to reinforce the confidence they maintained as leaders concerned about the 
educative achievements of students with disabilities, participants often found it important to 
include liked-minded faculty (i.e., those who shared similar beliefs about special education and 
disability) when hiring instructional and leadership personnel to lead students with disabilities.   
Identity Constructed through Spirituality  
Foregrounding this identity category are conceptions linked to participants’ beliefs that 
through their roles as a principal, and as an individual, their leadership identity was analogous to 
serving students with disabilities in deeper human-interest (i.e., helping care for their mental and 
physical well-being sometimes outside of school), civically-oriented, and spiritually guided 
ways.  Viewing manifestations of leadership identity via these frames helped participants affirm 
their own humanity and spirituality, as well as their students’.  In some ways this leadership 
identity conception was reflected through activities participants enacted.  Moreover, participants 
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understood their leadership identity as the outgrowth of emotional tension, resulting from 
difficult decisions about (questionable) educational placements for students with disabilities that 
were antithetical to their spiritual and moral beliefs.  Overall, this category highlights 
participants’ concern and discernment for seeing themselves and students with disabilities as part 
of a universal family, one in which we (humans) are responsible for and depend one another.  
Andrea otherwise aptly described it this way: “We are not all created the same.  The same God, 
but not all created the same, and we got to figure this out.”  The subcategories inclusive humanist 
and moral apologists emerged from the larger category of description.   
Inclusive humanist.   Garrick expressed desire to be a “more kind, loving individual,” 
and this was how he attempted to live and be identified by students with disabilities and others 
in- and outside of school.  Solidifying this point, Garrick further commented he “tried to create a 
community within [his] school, a community of folks that showed respect for each individual 
from where they were, not what we needed them to be but where they were.”  Reflecting 
understanding of why he viewed life and himself this way and why he wanted others’ 
personhood to be affirmed under his leadership, Garrick declared, “that is what I didn’t get when 
I was a kid because there were no classes, there were no support services for children who had 
learning disabilities” and “that my experiences as a student affected me to become the person I 
am.”  
Some participants believed their leadership identity was also based in part on their ability 
to promote social environments that improved how students with disabilities were treated in the 
context of the school environment (autonomy and independence), as well as how they were 
perceived and socially accepted and treated by "non-disabled" peers and staff.  Some participants 
purposefully used their role as principal to advance environment where students with diverse 
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needs had access to and were encouraged to take full advantage of various learning and social 
opportunities within the school.  Such perspectives respected the full humanity of all people 
regardless of perceptions of ability or disability.  In addition, participants were determined not to 
be seen—or to view themselves— as deniers of personal responsibility for (un)favorable 
decisions they made for or against students with disabilities, as such decisions and perceptions 
may have clashed with their moral and spiritual convictions.     
Moral apologist.  Dimensions of moral and spiritual tension surfaced during some 
participants’ involvement experiences with students with disabilities.  During these moments of 
internal conflict, participants questioned whether decisions or actions they executed were the 
proper course of action for all (students, parents, and staff) involved.  For instance, after 
spending months defending the placement of a student with a severe emotional disability at her 
school, Ramona relented and agreed to, in her words, “reject him”—to send him to a residential 
program.  This experience presented somewhat of a moral crisis within Ramona.  Despite her 
many efforts to help modify the student's aggressive behavior, one day the “teacher had had 
enough...he had torn up all the computers...her room was a mess.”  Later, when reading a local 
newspaper, Ramona's confliction reemerged as she “read some negative things about that place.  
I felt bad about having to send him there.  Then I said, ‘Oh God, maybe I should have just tried a 
little bit harder with him’”.  Ramona’s use of the word “reject” suggests she perceived her 
decision to displace the student at another facility an affront to her moral code, an error in her 
capacity to meet the needs and honor the humanity of her students.  This was also conveyed 
through her body language and verbalizations as she reflected on her role and spiritual beliefs, 
which I captured in my reflective journal:  
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Ramona seemed very sad about the student she felt pressured to place in the residential 
program.  She took long pauses, deep sighs, and peered down at the table a lot.  She 
vacillated about the decision she made.  It was evident she struggled with herself 
spiritually as she invoked God multiple times when trying to understand why she took the 
action she did.  
Invoking a different account, Ramona examined how "it bothered" her to see children 
with disabilities and their families in serious need (i.e., requiring help with hygiene, clothing, and 
etc.), so she would “take this one little boy to get a haircut”.  Unfortunately, she learned the 
student was somehow affiliated with a homicide around the same time she was assisting him and 
his family.  Distraught about the student's future and the decision she had to make when 
informed about his criminal offense, Ramona professed, “that devastated me, and I had to put 
him out of school.  I just felt devastated and I thought maybe he would end up in prison.”  For 
Ramona, her students were like "family" and she was "like a mother to many of them".  Thus, 
she was deeply committed to their physical and spiritual welfare, finding herself immersed in 
moral and spiritual conflict and emotional loss when connections with her students were either 
uncomfortably or uncontrollably severed.  
In this leadership identity category participants embodied an identity centered on serving 
the humanity and spiritual interests of students and themselves.  Also important to this identity 
conception was participants’ commitment to meet students' physical and emotional needs while 
making decisions consistent with their moral and spiritual beliefs. 
 Identity Constructed through Dis/abled-ness  
Data analysis revealed how participants’ leadership identity was shaped significantly by 
personal experiences with disability.  Given participants’ accounts, some conceived their 
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leadership identity as a person with a disability and/or as a parent of child with a disability.  
Invoking experiences and meanings attributed to their dis/abled-ness as they worked in special 
education, some participants conveyed they were able to relate to and possessed a stronger 
affinity for students with disabilities and their parents.  Furthermore, they expressed 
responsibility to ensure students with disabilities and their families were treated fairly, equitably, 
and with dignity.  Sub-categories of dis/abled advocates and dis/abled parent advocates are 
discussed. 
  Dis/abled advocate.  Consistent with literature in special education leadership, this 
study found school principals with personal connections to disability (i.e., had a disability 
themselves or a close family member with a disability) were more involved, confident in their 
leadership of special education programs, and likely to advocate for special education students 
and programs (Wakeman et al., 2006; Zaretsky, 2008).  Garrick, who usually attended ESE 
staffing and Individual Education plan (IEP) meetings would on occasion share with students, 
parents, and staff difficult experiences he had as a person with a learning disability.  Particularly 
in meetings when students (and parents) appeared afraid, ambivalent, or frustrated about special 
education processes or instructional concerns, Garrick would openly talk about himself: 
I have a diagnosed learning disability.  I got left back in high school...As person who has 
a disability.  I didn’t want children to feel how I felt.  I guess I felt stupid.  I felt 
inadequate, and I know how it made me feel and I wanted to change that for students.  
Through articulating perceptions of himself over the years, Garrick expressed it was 
meaningful students with disabilities (and parents) had a holistic understanding of him as an 
individual, that they were aware he had many difficulties and successes as a person with a 
learning disability, and that he continued to view himself as a principal who struggled to read 
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due to his learning disability.  Revealing personal information and perceptions about himself to 
students helped Garrick relate better to his experiences as principal, as well as become more 
personable with students with disabilities.  Highlighting this point Garrick declared, “you open 
yourself, you become vulnerable, you embrace compassion...if you don't, you just hurt people.  
You just hurt people.”  Garrick understood and used his identity and experiences as means to 
influence how he involved himself with students with disabilities from an emotional standpoint.  
Understanding the import of forging deeper connections with students with disabilities by 
way of sharing thoughts about his sense of self, Vincent similarly conveyed he wanted students 
to experience a “real” relationship with him.  Vincent wanted students and parents to know, 
although they may have perceived him to be a successful principal, he was “an average guy” 
who “graduated high school with a 1.5 GPA.”  In addition, Vincent stated, “I always talked about 
my disability.  I always let people know...I wanted the student and parent to know I understood 
what it was like.”  He also commented, “having a disability myself and not...learning until my 
senior year in college that I had a disability gave me a more empathy with [students’ with 
disabilities] situations.” 
Given some participants’ identity experiences through their own dis/abled-ness, they 
were able to advocate, resist social structures, and thus demonstrate frequent and deeper levels of 
involvement than other participants.  Further, accounting for their own disability experiences, 
these participants engaged in more nuanced critical reflection than their non-disabled 
counterparts, discussing specific decision-making considerations and actions involving 
improvements to school procedures and practices and socially transformative experiences for all 
students and staff.  The culmination of these experiences was riveted in their desire to ensure 
increased presence and inclusion of students with disabilities in their school culture.   
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Dis/abled parent advocate.  Some participants experienced an identity of dis/abled-ness 
through their role as a parent of child with a disability.  Through their experience of parenting a 
child with a disability they learned how to advocate for their own child’s rights.  Having 
experienced the pressures of advocating for their child in public and educational settings, they 
indicated being aware of and sensitive to the challenges facing students with disabilities.  
Furthermore, as they progressed in their careers toward the principalship alongside of parenting 
their child with a disability, they increasingly understood the influence their role as principals 
had on the lives and education of students with disabilities.   
This merger of the personal and professional was apparent.  Ramona declared after her 
daughter was born with significant intellectual and physical impairments “the blinders came off”, 
and she was able to see special education and disability differently.  In addition, Ramona 
perceived her status as “gatekeeper in the handicapped” pertinent to her role as parent and 
principal.  Within these conjoined roles—and identities—Ramona felt compelled to be an 
activist for her child in public and at school, as well as students with disabilities she was 
responsible for leading.  
When Garrick attended IEP meetings for his daughter who has a disability, he advocated 
for the services his daughter needed.  On one occasion he confronted a teacher who withheld 
accommodations from his daughter.  Years later he became principal of the school where the 
teacher worked; she subsequently requested and was granted a transfer.  These experiences 
helped to shape how Garrick perceived his role as school leader in the experiences of students 
with disabilities and their parents at his school. 
This study reveals participants’ conceptions of their involvement in special education and 
leadership identity were shaped significantly by personal experiences, especially for participants 
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who parented a child with a disability.  Participants shared how their experiences fundamentally 
altered the ways they perceived themselves, their attendant role as principal, and others with 
disabilities.  Shifts in their perspectives about disability and professional involvement with 
students with disabilities drove their efforts to change the social milieu of their school toward the 
inclusion and respect of student diversity.  
Deciphering the Outcome Space  
Findings from the study are presented in the outcome space (Figure 4.2).  According to 
Marton (1981), phenomenography is a “research method adapted for mapping the qualitatively 
different ways in which people experience, conceptualise, perceive, and understand various 
aspects of the world around them... [It] investigates the qualitatively different ways in which 
people experience or think about various phenomena” (p. 31).  As such, Figure 4.2 is not 
intended to be a linear or sequential mapping of participants’ understanding of involvement and 
leadership identity experiences and meanings.  Rather, as Yates, Partridge, and Bruce (2012) 
suggested, the outcome space is “the complex of different experiences which together comprise 
the phenomenon and represents the phenomenon in the same way as categories of description 
represent conceptions” (p. 106).  Marton and Booth (1997) asserted final categories of 
description and the outcome space they create is a depiction of variation on a collective level 
(spanning all interviews).  
The outcome space presented illustrates threads of categories of description and 
participants’ awareness of leadership involvement and identity.  Findings representing leadership 
involvement are presented vertically, and those representing leadership identity are presented 
horizontally.  Categories of description of leadership involvement and leadership identity are 
interwoven, interconnecting with each other to delineate variation in participants’ involvement 
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 experiences in special education and leadership identity.  Depths in participants’ understanding 
of involvement and leadership identity are bounded to their sense of awareness.    
 Drawing from Marton and Booth (1997), Rands and Gansemer-Topf (2016) suggested 
awareness in phenomenographic research attempts “to capture the object of understanding or 
experience (the phenomenon), and this cannot be separated from the way it is experienced or 
understood” (p. 8).  According to Marton and Booth (1997), an individual can experience the 
world in multifaceted ways, which is referred to as awareness.  Participants’ perspectives of 
awareness include: professional response, risk-taking, and social transformation. They are 
discussed in the following section.  
Figure 4.2. Outcome space. 
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Themes of Awareness 
 Awareness in phenomenographic research attempts to highlight not only the experience 
or phenomenon under examination but also how participants understood or experienced the 
phenomenon (Marton & Booth, 1997).  From findings emerged similarities and differences 
between categories of description predicated upon the retired principals’ involvement 
experiences in special education and/or disability.  Relationships between participants’ 
conceptions of experiences related to leadership involvement and leadership identity are 
presented in the outcome space (Figure 4.2).  Differences in categories of description (i.e., 
accounts of leadership involvement and leadership identity) are arranged in an interconnecting 
manner.   
Arranged this way variation in meaning between and across participants’ accounts are 
relationally situated in connection to participants’ understanding of the phenomenon and are also 
called themes of awareness.  At the right margin of the outcome space and undergirding 
categories of description are themes of awareness.  These themes—i.e., professional response, 
risk-taking, and social transformation—of awareness scaffold the four primary categories of 
leadership involvement and four relational categories of leadership identity.  The dotted lines 
around the themes of awareness signify structural and conceptual interplay between and across 
the categories of description and awareness of experience.  Levels of awareness strengthen 
dimensionalities of variation throughout the outcome space.   
The first theme of awareness, professional response, extends across the entirety of the 
bottom, horizontal half of the outcome space.  Considering the four qualitatively different ways 
participants accounted for their leadership involvement in special education, meanings attached 
to active presence and critical reflection nest predominately within this theme of awareness.  
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Awareness at this level of participants’ involvement centered on rudimentary physical and 
discursive enactments performed with the intent to influence students with disabilities on an 
individual and/or small student-teacher-parent group level.  Regarding identity construction, at 
this level of awareness participants were more apt to envision and describe themselves as having 
compassionate and learner identity orientations.  They wanted these identity characteristics to be 
ascribed to them by students, parents, and staff as well.  
 At this level of awareness involvement experiences subsumed meanings linked to 
participants’ critical reflection, which functioned to influence changes in how they involved 
themselves in special education and/or disability.  When engaged in critical reflection, the retired 
principals sought professional alternatives (i.e., expertise from others, attended professional 
meetings and trainings, etc.) to become a more informed leader (i.e., Learner Identity).  Based on 
findings at this juncture a noticeable shift in awareness among participants’ involvement 
experiences occurs, transitioning away from routine professional responses toward enactments 
that included risk-taking on behalf of students with disabilities.  
The second theme of awareness, professional risk-taking, stretches horizontally across the 
outcome space.  Professional risk-taking as a level of awareness is sustained by participants’ 
awareness of experience as a professional response in special education and/or disability.  The 
intersection of involvement experienced as advocacy and identity constructed through spirituality 
highlights a major field in this level of awareness.  Involvement experiences at the risk-taking 
level of awareness reflect participants’ intentions to lead through enactments of advocacy.  
Participants’ involvement in special education from this level of awareness facilitated their 
ability to hone into spiritual dimensions of their identity.  For some participants, involvement 
with students with disabilities was connected to a desire to see beyond “disability” and perceive 
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students, regardless of disability, as “all God’s children”.  Additionally, this level of awareness 
helped some participants realize the importance of advocating for students with disabilities while 
(re)affirming their spirituality.  Other participants’ accounts revealed a third level of awareness 
connected to their experiences with leadership involvement and identity.  
The third theme of awareness, social transformation, is positioned horizontally across the 
outcome space and is buttressed by the risk-taking and professional response themes of 
awareness.  The threads of involvement experienced as resistance and identity constructed 
through dis/abled-ness occurs at this level of awareness.  Social transformation as a level of 
awareness represents participants’ understanding of involvement as the pursuit of dismantling 
social norms and structures that worked to marginalize students with disabilities.  Involvement 
experiences understood as an awareness of social transformation entail participants’ desire to 
enact forms of resistance.  While working to transform social norms and structures, some 
participants experienced identity through their own sense of disability, as well as their child’s 
disability.  Overall, this level of awareness enabled some participants to disrupt and reconstitute 
social norms and structures that perennially oppressed and dehumanized students with 
disabilities (Baker, 2002; Danforth & Rhodes, 1997; Shakespeare, 1996; Theoharis, 2004, 2007) 
within their schools.  
Variation Between/Across Categories of Description 
 According to Marton and Booth (1997), categories of description should: (a) stand as 
individual categories in clear relation to the aspect of the world under investigation so that each 
category tells us something distinct about a particular way of experiencing an aspect of the 
world; (b) stand in a logical relationship with one another; and (c) be represented by few 
categories as possible and capture the critical variation in the data.  In addition, categories of 
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description are not meant to be symbolic of or reducible to how any single participant made 
meaning of his or her leadership involvement experience and identity but rather exemplify a 
collective of meanings shared and contrasted between participants (Åkerlind, 2012; Bowden & 
Green, 2009).  Demonstrating how participants’ variation in meaning exists between and across 
involvement and identity categories of description, the following section draws from distinct 
analytical examples provided in this study.  It is important to note while these examples stand in 
logical relationship, some can be represented at the intersection of other descriptive categories.  
 Active presence between/across identity constructions.  Active presence as 
involvement typifies the retired principals’ participation in special education meetings, 
classrooms, and interactions among students with disabilities.  Immediate examples illustrate 
how involvement as active presence intersects with identity constructed through compassion.  At 
this intersection every participant offered an account(s) that directly invoked or intimated how 
they felt a sense of compassion for students and families as they attended to students’ and 
parents’ interests, whether observed within the context of special education meetings or other 
school-wide activities.  Additionally, some participants shared ways they actively sought 
experiences that allowed them to learn more about special education and students with 
disabilities from others, illustrating variation at the intersection of active presence and identity 
constructed through learning.  This, for example, was captured by Andrea’s repeated declaration, 
“how [can] we support that child?”  By way of involving herself in ESE meetings and 
classrooms, Andrea engaged in problem solving to activate her identity as a learner.  
 Through experiences of active presence Ramona activated an identity of dis/abled-ness.  
As a parent of a child with a disability, Ramona became acutely aware of issues facing special 
education students, which included constant need to hire personnel and repair (poor) facility 
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conditions.  For example, she discussed how she helped clean ESE classrooms when her school’s 
janitorial staff was understaffed, commenting, “you have to model what you want others to do.  I 
couldn't just sit there in my suit and do nothing.”  As participants reflected upon experiences of 
active presence in special education and with students with disabilities, they also activated other 
identity role constructions.  
 Critical reflection between/across identity constructions.  Critical reflection as 
involvement typifies participants’ engagement in ongoing reflection to reexamine their 
leadership practice and school-wide policies for special education and with students with 
disabilities.  Participants’ experiences of involvement as critical reflection intersected with 
different identity constructions.  For example, critical reflection and identity constructed through 
compassion is exemplified by an account offered by Frances.  Frances shared she felt she “did 
not involve parents in the happy things at school,” exhibiting capacity to reflect on how her 
actions may have shown a lack of compassion toward parents of children with disabilities.   
 Alternatively, some participants described how they engaged in critical reflection while 
constructing as sense of identity through learning.  For instance, Andrea recounted how she 
learned from and adjusted her leadership practice when reprimanded by district for over-
disciplining a student with a disability.  This experience expanded her learner identity 
construction to include another identity based on compassion as her leadership practice thereafter 
embraced a more problem solving approach that first considered students with disabilities needs 
rather than labeling them “good” or “bad”.  Similarly, Vincent referenced “problem-solving” 
(critical reflection) to demonstrate how he personally reflected—along with his administrative 
and instructional staff—how best to provide inclusive educational services for students with 
disabilities, which necessitated the activation of a learner identity.    
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 The intersection of critical reflection as involvement and spirituality as an identity was 
present among participants.  Recalling involvement experiences that summoned critical 
reflection, Ramona discussed how she drew from her sense of spirituality.  Ramona discussed 
she invoked God as she struggled to make decisions that may have adversely impacted students 
with disabilities.  For example, Ramona reflected pensively about a student with an emotional 
disability she agreed to send to a residential program, absolving in a prayer-like manner “oh 
God, maybe I should have just tried a little bit harder with him.”  
 Advocacy between/across identity constructions.  Advocacy as involvement typifies 
how participants enacted institutional practices to address issues pertaining to social equity and 
fairness.  Involvement experiences of advocacy interacted with various identity constructions.  
The following examples highlight the intersectionality of involvement as advocacy and identity 
constructed through compassion.  For instance, Garrick discussed how he advocated for students 
with more severe disabilities to be included in the school culture by creating a student-run coffee 
shop in attempt to make them feel more valued as members of the school.  Similarly, Frances 
used her influence to disrupt social and infrastructure barriers that precluded students’ inclusion 
in general education and ability to utilize the school’s resources.  She was concerned about 
creating a school environment where students with disabilities felt part of a larger community.  
 Moreover, Garrick, for example, referred to the exclusion or segregation of students with 
disabilities as “not right”.  He tended take moral stances based on his humanist (spiritual) beliefs.  
Here, we see involvement experienced though advocacy as an outgrowth of critical reflection, 
which in turn intersected with his sense of identity constructed through spirituality.  Further, he 
instituted school-wide changes such as integrated lunches and encouraged general education 
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students to build relationships with students with more significant disabilities to facilitate a 
culture of inclusion and respect among all students.  
 Lastly, Garrick and Vincent, when helping students and parents navigate special 
education services and procedures, often shared challenges they faced throughout their personal 
schooling experiences and career as a result of their own disability.  As a way of advocating for 
students with disabilities, Garrick commented he shared his experiences with students because “I 
didn’t want children to feel how I felt”.  Vincent wanted parents and students to know he 
“understood what it was like” to struggle academically due to his inability to read.  Similarly, 
Ramona often shared her experiences as a mother to a child with a disability to help build 
relationships with parents and students.  These examples illustrate the intersections of 
involvement experienced as advocacy and identities constructed through compassion and 
dis/abled-ness.  
 Resistance between/across identity constructions.  Transitioning beyond advocating on 
behalf of students with disabilities, resistance as involvement represents ways some participants 
engaged in systemic, institutionally-driven efforts to spurn practices and beliefs that 
marginalized students with disabilities.  Involvement experiences as resistance interacted with 
various identity constructions.  Frances demonstrated involvement as resistance when she moved 
special education classrooms into the general education areas of her school.  As teachers (general 
and special) expressed frustration with these changes, requesting their classrooms and students 
not to be encroached upon by “others”, Frances followed through on her decision despite 
teachers’ reactions.  Further, she discussed how she felt children with disabilities should have 
access to the school campus and be treated with respect.  Frances’ reflective accounts provided 
evince the intersection of resistance and compassion for children with disabilities.  
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Drawing from another example, Ramona’s involvement oftentimes resided on “you had 
to fight” district to get students with disabilities what they needed.  Demonstrating the mettle of 
her willingness to resist what she considered social and economic injustices perpetuated by 
district officials against her students, Ramona contacted the local news when district officials 
refused to fix facilities at her school, placing her job and reputation in jeopardy.  Reflecting upon 
her experience of resistance, she frequently referenced to God and her spirituality as a source of 
strength. Furthermore, after having a child with a disability, Ramona recounted how she often 
viewed herself as the “gatekeeper” of students with disabilities rights, which also endowed her to 
wage battles of resistance.  Given these examples, Ramona’s frequent invocation of God and 
positionality of  “gatekeeper” signifies the intersections of resistance and identities constructed 
through spirituality and dis/abled-ness.  
Summary of Findings 
Findings depicted in the outcome space show four qualitatively different ways the retired 
principals made meaning of their leadership involvement in special education and/or disability, 
as well as their sense of leadership identity related to their involvement experiences.  Categories 
of descriptions are nested within respective themes of expanded awareness (Marton & Booth, 
1997) that further delineate variation of meaning shared by participants.  A tripartite level of 
experienced awareness between participants swayed their understanding of involvement in 
special education and leadership identity.  These levels included professional response, risk-
taking, and social transformation of school culture.  As some participants accounted for 
involvement experiences in special education by demonstrating Active Presence and Critical 
Reflection, in some instances they experienced identity through Compassion and Learning 
lenses.     
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Furthermore, as accounts of some participants’ involvement experiences included 
practices of critical reflection, requiring them alter how they responded or involved themselves 
in special education, they sought different ways to promote leadership identity through learning 
(i.e., Learner Identity).  At other times some participants’ involvement experiences included acts 
of advocacy and resistance.  These involvement experiences activated participants’ identity 
through spiritual dimensions.  For some participants, involvement experiences requiring them to 
enact resistance toward unfair and inequitable social structures, invoked their sense of identity 
through their own and/or their child’s dis/abled-ness.  At the intersectionality of resistance and 
identity constructed through dis/abled-ness, some participants engaged in the social 
transformation of their school.  Social transformation as level of awareness represents 
participants’ understanding of involvement as the pursuit altering social norms and structures 
that functioned to marginalize students with disabilities.  Involving themselves in special 
education and across the different levels of awareness, participants in this study experienced and 
activated their identities in ways that (re)affirmed their beliefs toward improving the lives of 
educational experiences and lives of students with disabilities.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: 
DISCUSSION 
This phenomenographic study sought to understand the involvement of former principals 
in special education.  More specifically, I explored variation in the ways former principals 
accounted for their involvement in special education with students identified or identifying as 
disabled and conceived of their leadership identity.  In an era wherein principals are increasingly 
viewed as instructional leaders responsive to and accountable for meeting the social, emotional, 
and behavioral needs of every student, including students with disabilities (Bays & Crockett, 
2007; Frick, Faircloth, & Little, 2013; Frost & Kersten, 2011), scholarly attention underscoring 
the significance of leadership with regard to special education is disparate, often foregrounded on 
principals’ ability to lead in response to federal accountability mandates (Bakken, O’Brian, & 
Shelden, 2006; Provost, Boscardin, & Wells, 2010).  Despite demands for public schools to 
operate under more inclusive paradigms (Black & Simon, 2014; Frattura & Capper, 2006), 
leadership preparation is informed by separate general and special education policy and 
instructional delivery frameworks as opposed to a unified education system approach (Burrello, 
Sailor, & Kleinhammer-Tramill, 2013).  As such, preparing knowledgeable and confident 
principals to lead students with disabilities remains a challenge.  Increased attention to 
understanding how leadership is conceived and practiced among various student populations can 
prompt those in leadership roles to (re)interpret their identity vis-à-vis conceptions of their 
intergroup leadership practices (Crow, Day, & Møller, 2017; Rhodes & Greenway, 2010).  
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This study aimed to better understand educational leadership with regard to special 
education.  It sought to understand what compelled principals to be attentive to special education 
and the conceptions of leadership identity they construct in accounting for their attentiveness and 
involvement in this professional role.  The following question guided this study and was used 
heuristically: How do former principals account for their involvement with special education 
and/or disability?  The subquestions were: 
1. What are principals’ accounts of being, becoming, and remaining involved with special 
education and/or disability?  
2. In what ways do principals attend to special education and/or disability? 
3. How do principals conceive of their leadership identity given their accounts of 
involvement with special education and/or disability? 
The phenomenon under inquiry in this study was “involvement with special education 
and/or disability,” namely various conceptions or meanings held by participants regarding what 
it meant to be involved with special education and/or disability and the relationships between 
conceptions of involvement and identities.  Conceptions of involvement included, but were not 
limited to, perceived ways participants found personal relevance to engage through attentiveness 
and commitment (i.e., actions connected to emotional attachment and potentially influenced by 
their sense of competence and confidence in their leadership) in direct, hands-on leadership in 
special education and with students with disabilities.  Additionally, leadership was understood as 
a professional identity role that changed (i.e., capability, confidence) in relationship to one’s 
(social) identities and in response to others’ (social) identities in context and over time.  The 
accounts of retired principals’ experiences were the primary sources of data.  
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In chapter four, findings were presented as a summary of the retired principals’ 
backgrounds; group vignette and professional profiles; categories of description representing 
different ways participants accounted for their involvement in special education and leadership 
identity; and a depiction of the outcome space evincing variation within and between the ways 
participants experienced conceptions and meanings of leadership involvement in special 
education and leadership identity.  In this chapter I discuss how findings presented in chapter 
four addressed the research questions and magnify the broader conversation of leadership for 
special education.  I offer a deeper contextualization of the findings based on literature presented 
within chapter two, including ancillary literature to substantiate the findings and address other 
pertinent issues in the field. 
 Confident Special Education Leadership Involvement  
The retired principals’ accounts of being, becoming, and remaining involved with special 
education and/or disability conceptually differentiated involvement as the experience of active 
presence, critical reflection, advocacy, and resistance.   Participants’ accounts of involvement 
were influenced by personal beliefs and attitudes about students with disabilities (Ball & Green, 
2014; Carter & Hughes, 2006; Crockett et al., 2007; Praisner, 2003; Zaretsky et al., 2008).  
Consistent with literature reviewed in chapter two, findings revealed a nexus between 
participants’ confidence and involvement, suggesting the greater participants’ confidence to lead 
in special education, the more directly involved they were with and among students with 
disabilities; the less confident, the more they assumed a “supportive” role leading in this area.  
Furthermore, findings revealed personal experiences with disability—that is, participants having 
a child with a disability and/or having a disability themselves—facilitated increased leadership 
involvement (Lasky & Karge, 2006; Stevenson-Jacobson et al., 2006; Wakeman et al., 2006; 
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Zaretsky et al., 2008).  Drawing from reviewed literature and findings, subsequent discussion 
highlights the intersection of personal experience with disability and confidence and how these 
notions conjoined to influence participants’ involvement in special education programs and 
students with disabilities.  
Catalyst for Involvement  
Confident special education leadership rests upon the internalization of self-assurance—a 
stalwart certainty grounded in one’s beliefs, knowledge, and thus capacity to lead in special 
education.  Literature in special education leadership suggests confidence in leading special 
education develops over the trajectory of a principal’s career (Angelle & Bilton, 2009; 
Christenson et al., 2013; Lasky & Karge, 2006; McHatton et al., 2010; Petzko, 2008; Schaaf et 
al., 2015; Stevenson-Jacobson et al., 2006; Robicheau et al., 2008; Wakeman et al., 2006; 
Zaretsky et al., 2008).  According to Zaretsky et al. (2008), principals cannot be merely 
“prepared” to deal with the many complex issues specific to this field.   
In chapter two, a conceptual model based on the synthesis of literature advanced a 
framework for understanding the development of confident leadership in special education that 
included principal (leadership) types: confounded, competent, and connected.  Within the 
framework, confounded leadership represents the new (Angelle & Bilton, 2009; Petzko, 2008), 
overwhelmed, and marginally skilled (Robicheau et al., 2008; Schaaf et al., 2015) leadership 
aspirant.  Competent leadership reflects basic knowledge and skills integral for leadership in 
special education (Christensen et al., 2013; Schaaf et al., 2015; Stevenson-Jacobson et al., 2006) 
and practice that increasingly strengthens competence (McHatton et al., 2010; Stevenson-
Jacobson et al., 2006; Wakeman et al., 2006).  Finally, connected leadership is characterized by 
the collective of (in)formal knowledge and personal and professional experiences inculcating 
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principals’ sense of self-efficacy and deeper, humane interest in being actively responsive—
connected—to students with disabilities (Lasky & Karge, 2006; Wakeman et al., 2006; Zaretsky 
et al., 2008).  These principal (leadership) types do not occur linearly in the evolution of a 
principal’s career but rather congeal and function symbiotically to build confident leadership in 
special education. 
All participants in this study served at least 11 years in the principalship, with 35 years or 
more working in public education, and none appeared to perform as the confounded principal 
(leadership) type.  However, findings from this study were consistent with literature suggestive 
of competent leadership administered by participants.  According to Christenson et al. (2013), 
principals’ ability (or willingness) to commit time to be adequately trained in special education 
was integral to their efforts to remain conversant with knowledge to lead in special education.  
Such specificity of knowledge for principals, Christenson et al. (2013) found, included 
knowledge of curriculum modification, discipline practices, testing options and accommodations, 
the laws affecting special education programs and students, and IEPs.  Interestingly, participants 
in this study who experienced Identity Through Learning embodied these performative 
characteristics of competent leadership.  For instance, Ramona described efforts to augment her 
knowledge to lead by persistently attending ESE district trainings, ultimately resulting in her 
earning additional professional certification in this field.  Moreover, Andrea actively sought 
input and feedback from “the experts” (i.e., ESE teachers, district leaders, etc.) to strengthen her 
erudition and capacity to lead in special education. 
Competent leadership also subsumes the direct enactment of and participation in  
(un)orthodox practices and skills specific to special education leadership.  McHatton et al. (2010) 
found some principals attended special education department meetings, initial IEP placement 
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meetings, annual IEP meetings, observed special education teachers, and reviewed special 
education lesson plans.  Findings revealed by McHatton et al. (2010) paralleled findings 
uncovered in this study.  For example, when attending ESE meetings and supporting ESE 
teachers, participants in this study conceived their role as Involvement Experienced as Active 
Presence.  One participant, Garrick, discussed attempts made to participate in as many as IEP 
meetings he could, intent on “listening to understand”.  Additionally, Andrea conceived of her 
role as providing support to ESE teachers by listening to their concerns, following teachers’ lead 
when called upon to implement student interventions in the classroom, and securing requested 
resources.  Having established a positive, internalized sense of competence and a greater sense of 
ability to engage in established special education practices, some participants in this study were 
enabled to respond in ways that (re)affirmed their beliefs and influenced their ability to become 
more involved and connected to students, teachers, parents, and other stakeholders in special 
education. 
Connected leadership involves relational and introspective dimensions of leadership 
practice that promote self-efficacy and active responsiveness to students with disabilities, 
parents, and teachers.  Zaretsky et al. (2008) found principals emphasized relational and 
distributive leadership orientations to support their beliefs, knowledge, practices, and 
experiences.  When guided by connected leadership, beliefs underscore the ways in which 
principals ameliorate student learning and rely on staff’s expertise to advance organizational 
success.  Connected leaders are intrinsically motivated by personal relationships and experiences 
that motivate their active involvement in special education programs.  Further, according to 
Zaretsky et al. (2008), principals may perceive their role and responsibilities relationally by 
developing effective communication procedures.  This is consistent with this study’s finding 
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Identity Constructed Through Compassion.  For example, Ramona discussed how “parents know 
but they don’t tell” and her need to build strong relationships with parents so they felt 
comfortable trusting her leadership to meet their dis/abled child(ren)’s educational needs.  
Additionally, Garrick and Vincent both discussed their own disability as a way to connect with 
students and parents and build stronger interpersonal relationships.     
Another marked characteristic of connected leadership involves introspection, or one’s 
proclivity to employ deep self-reflection to mitigate his or her beliefs regarding the personhood 
of individuals with disabilities.  This requires principals to actively pursue/possess knowledge 
about special education and students with disabilities and critically reflect upon how such 
knowledge (mis)aligns with their beliefs and practices.  In a study by Wakeman et al. (2006), 
“One of the most important findings...was the relationship between principals’ knowledge and 
their practices” (p. 167).  Moreover, the authors outlined practices principals can use for 
introspection such as continuous development of new knowledge through reflection of their work 
in special education, participation in and taking responsibility for special education program 
decisions, and risk-taking (just not when it comes to the law).  These practices were discernible 
across findings embedded within Involvement Experienced as Critical Reflection and 
Involvement Experienced as Advocacy.  For example, Garrick discussed the perturbation he 
experienced over his decision to integrate students with profound disabilities into general 
education lunch periods.  His consternation and advocacy were predicated on his beliefs that 
“there is nothing wrong” with individuals and disabilities and they too are worthy of respect 
through increased social participation among peers.  
The principal (leadership) types presented in the conceptual model in chapter two provide 
a way of understanding the development of a confident special education leader; moreover, this 
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model intends to demonstrate how the illustrated principal (leadership) types congeal and 
function symbiotically to foster confident leadership in special education.  This study’s findings 
suggests how confident leadership may serve as a catalyst for involvement in special education 
and/or disability, a state of leadership that seeks to advance the rights, education, and inclusion 
of students with disabilities in schools.  
Personal Experience with Disability   
Comparable to literature discussed in chapter two, findings in this study suggest personal 
relationships and experiences with individuals with disabilities appeared to influence 
participants’ involvement in special education programs and with students with disabilities 
(Wakeman et al., 2006; Zaretsky, 2008).  In this study participants who had a child with a 
disability reported involvement experiences indicative of confident leadership.  Conversely, 
participants who did not have—or had very limited—personal experiences with disability tended 
to rely more on others to guide their leadership in special education and/or disability.  For 
instance, Andrea and Frances had limited personal experiences with disability and tended to rely 
more on “experts” (i.e., ESE teachers, assistant principals, etc.) than other participants in this 
study.  Alternatively, Ramona and Garrick, who both had a child with a disability, enacted 
confident leadership in special education and experienced involvement as advocacy and 
resistance.    
Wakeman et al. (2006) found principals who had prior work experience or personal 
relationships with individuals with disabilities were more knowledgeable about special education 
issues and more likely to advocate for students with disabilities.  This was evident in findings 
drawn from this study.  For example, Garrick had experience working with individuals with 
disabilities in the community before entering education.  He accredited this prior experience in 
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part to his involvement and advocacy for students with disabilities.  In addition, Garrick’s early 
life experience with having an aunt who was institutionalized helped shape his orientation 
against the stigmatization and marginalization of persons with disabilities.  
Similarly, Zaretsky et al. (2008) suggested principals in their study connected the 
importance of providing leadership in special education to personal experience.  One of their 
participants shared working for and helping students with disabilities was “who I was and who 
my family was” (p. 166).  This participant’s narrative was consistent with Ramona’s account.  
Contrasting her life experiences before and after giving birth to child with a disability, Ramona 
recounted that was when “the blinders came off”, allowing her to see special education programs 
and students in a new paradigmatic way.  Her altered way of seeing social phenomena with 
respects to disability due to her child is akin to Anderson’s (1990) discussion of administrators’ 
(in)ability to construct their “inner eye” on issues of race.  Drawing from Ralph Ellison’s (1952) 
book the Invisible Man, Anderson’s (1990) metaphorical use of “inner eye” referred to the lack 
of alertness—a sort of impaired vision or blindness—some leaders possess as a matter of being 
responsive to certain social phenomena occurring around them.  To the contrary, I suggest 
through Ramona’s experiences, her inner eye was transformed to see or to experience leadership 
in a different way, augmenting her involvement with students with disabilities as opposed to 
these students remaining speculatively “unseen” or unaccounted for as part of her leadership.  
Further, I suggest the notion of helping prospective leaders uncover their inner eye can aid 
(re)constructions of their perceptions of social reality, allowing them to and see special education 
and disability.  
Several studies on leadership in special education revealed personal and/or professional 
experiences with individuals with disabilities—that is, knowing someone with a disability and/or 
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prior teaching experience in special education—directly influenced principals’ capacity to 
advocate for and be actively involved with special education programs, teachers, and students in 
their schools (Lasky & Karge, 2006; Stevenson-Jacobson, 2006; Wakeman et al., 2006; Zaretsky 
et al., 2008).  The impact of parenting a child with a disability influenced participants in this 
study in ways that facilitated their involvement in special education and disability as advocacy 
and resistance.  These personal experiences encouraged them to respond professionally and take 
risks when working with special education programs and students, as well as work toward the 
social transformation of their schools.  
Attending to Special Education 
            Participants attended to special education and/or disability by responding professionally, 
taking risks, and working to transform social norms and structures within their schools.  While 
this study did not set out to examine the inclusion of students with disabilities in general 
education settings, findings suggested some participants’ conceptions about inclusion influenced 
their involvement in leading special education and students with disabilities.  Moreover, various 
ways participants conceived and attended to special education and/or disability was influenced 
by personal experiences with disability and their prior knowledge of and experiences with 
disability.  The following discussion unpacks participants’ accounts of attending to special 
education and/or disability via enactments of professional response, risk-taking, and social 
transformation.   
As Professional Response  
  Wakeman et al., (2006) purported “principals who demonstrated knowing more also 
reported doing more” (p. 167).  Relating to this study, their assertion aligned with findings 
spanning Involvement Experienced as Active Presence and Critical Reflection, in addition to 
	 138 
Identity Constructed Through Compassion and Learning.  When accounting for her professional 
development and learning specific to special education issues, laws, and practices, Ramona 
shared, “when you know better, you do better”.  Ramona’s efforts to “do better”—engaging in 
corrective action to improve her leadership of students with disabilities as she gained new 
knowledge and skills—highlighted emphasis she placed on responding professionally.  
Moreover, responding professionally entailed meanings attached to participants’ ability to 
practice self-reflection, resulting in changes to how they involved themselves in special 
education and/or disability.  When engaged in self-reflection to improve their leadership in 
special education, participants sought professional alternatives (e.g., expertise from others, 
attended professional meetings, etc.) to learning (i.e., an identity category).   
Further, participants employed concomitant professional responses to attend to special 
education and ways they perceived disability.  Rather than relying solely on assistant principals 
(or other leadership personnel) to attend special education meetings, observe classrooms, and 
support ESE teachers, they found significance in growing professionally by taking on such 
responsibilities and learning from special education “experts”.  This was consistent with findings 
from other studies (Christensen et al., 2013; Wakeman et al., 2006; Zaretsky et al., 2008).  
Whereas some participants watched and waited ambivalently for experts to assume leadership in 
special education (e.g., Andrea following the lead of her ESE teachers and Frances getting help 
from her AP), others proactively lead and modeled responses (e.g., Ramona cleaning ESE 
classrooms and Garrick sitting on the cafeteria floor during lunch to calm a student experiencing 
an emotional and behavioral breakdown).  Among the participants, a shift in awareness, a 
discursive move from how they conceived rudimentary professional responses of their 
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involvement in special education and/or disability, gave way to an awareness of through what 
means and how they engaged professional risk-taking on behalf of students with disabilities.  
As Risk-Taking  
Given some participants’ awareness of experience, leadership involvement was 
predicated on enactments of courage and emotionality.  By way of these manifestations, their 
ability to involve themselves in special education meant being and remaining attuned to the 
humanistic and spiritual core of their identity, invoking them to respond in ways that reinforced 
their beliefs and alacrity to take professional risks on behalf of students with disabilities.  
Participants’ desire to attend to special education also reflected their proclivity to see beyond 
“disability”, a sense of believing or feeling they were being led to envision and respond to 
students with disabilities as, what Andrea referred to, “all God’s children”.  The interchange of 
Involvement Experienced as Advocacy and Identity Constructed Through Spirituality involved 
risk-taking for students with disabilities.  Additionally, driven by spiritual or religious 
convictions, some participants advocated for students with disabilities by promoting a more 
inclusive milieu in their schools.  
Theoharis (2007) argued inclusion of students with disabilities in general education is an 
enactment of social justice.  According to Theoharis (2007), social justice and inclusion are 
“grounded in the belief that social justice cannot be a reality in schools where students with 
disabilities are segregated” (2007, p. 222).  While this was not a study of about social justice 
(leadership), findings suggested some participants pursued attendant visions of inclusion, thereby 
intimating province of a social justice orientation.  As such, participants in this study worked 
toward the inclusion of students with disabilities in multiple ways.  For example, despite 
encountering resistance from teachers, Frances moved special education classes from the outer 
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school grounds into the main building, placed more students with disabilities in general 
education classes, and made school facilities more accessible to students with disabilities so they 
could ambulate the campus with increased independence.  In this and other instances described 
by participants, their overarching aim was to work toward promoting a school environment of 
inclusion that not only sought to include students with disabilities in their schools but also to 
make known to staff and other students that they respected and valued individuality and 
diversity, including persons with disabilities.  
Furthermore, Riehl (2009) suggested an “approach to creating schools that can serve the 
needs of diverse students more effectively focuses on creating school cultures that are inclusive 
of multiple forms of diversity” (p. 188).  Riehl (2009) defined school culture as “the norms, 
values, and understandings that are manifested implicitly or explicitly through structures, 
activities, and interactions within the school” (p. 188).  Garrick, via an interaction demonstrating 
unwillingness to discipline a student who punched another student for ridiculing a student with a 
disability, made explicit while he did not condone the student’s behavior, he understood his 
actions and lauded his advocacy.  This situation was particularly significant because it occurred 
just after Garrick instituted a policy of integrated lunch periods.  In another account, Garrick’s 
decision to establish and help maintain a coffee shop ran by students with disabilities was 
enacted to augment their presence around school, to buttress their autonomy, and to help them 
sense more “self-worth.”  These accounts uncover professional risks Garrick executed to change 
the norms of his school through advocacy. 
Riehl (2009) also offered several dimensions of inclusive administrative practice.  For the 
purposes of this study, two were applicable to the findings: 1) advocacy approach regarding 
forms of discrimination or inequity and 2) maintaining an environment of critique and 
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deconstructing regularities of practice that disempower some persons and groups.  Ramona’s 
efforts to disrupt the status quo of discrimination based on inequitable funding for students with 
disabilities is another example of how participants took risks in advocating against forms of 
discrimination or inequity in their schools.  According to Ramona, for years district leaders had 
been indifferent to providing additional financial support to hire and train personnel, including 
funding to repair hazardous facility conditions, to properly care for students at her school.  
Ramona’s reputation was besmirched.  Friends and family derided her actions, and she nearly 
terminated for calling the news station to get district leaders to respond to her funding requests.  
Additionally, some participants continually sought critique as they worked to deconstruct social 
structures (i.e., beliefs, policies, and practices) that would lead to the social transformation of 
their schools.  
As Social Transformation  
Addressing the influence school leaders have with respects to modifying beliefs and 
social arrangements within their schools, Riehl (2009) asserted, 
Real organizational change occurs not simply when technical changes in structures and 
processes are undertaken, but when persons inside and outside of the school construct 
new understandings about what the change means...leaders typically have additional 
power in defining situations and their meaning” (p. 186).   
Considering Riehl’s (2009) assertion, in this study some participants utilized the power 
embedded in their social role as principal to (re)shape how others perceived dis/ability and 
achieve broader social acceptance and inclusion of students with disabilities.  They attended to 
special education by engaging in new discourses and leadership behaviors (practices) that helped 
transform social norms and structures within their schools; some of those norms and structures 
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had perennially oppressed or dehumanized students with disabilities (Baker, 2002; Danforth & 
Rhodes, 1997; Shakespeare, 1996; Theoharis, 2004, 2007).  Moreover, participants’ awareness 
when attending to special education via socially transformative enactments is represented in the 
outcome space at the intersection of Involvement Experienced as Resistance and Identity 
Constructed Through Dis/able-ness.    
Anderson (1990) claimed principals may utilize three strategies to affect meaning making 
to transform their school’s social environment: managing meanings among stakeholders daily; 
negotiating conflict amid public contention; and engaging the cognitive work of resolving their 
own ideological contradictions.  Turning to experiences as a parent of a child with a disability, 
Ramona expressed she oftentimes felt she had to be “gatekeeper of the handicapped” when her 
family attended public events and as she led her school.  As the sentinel gatekeeper, she held 
business leaders lawfully accountable when their businesses were not ADA compliant, and at the 
district and school levels she fought to ensure students had the funding and resources they 
needed.  Additionally, at times as Garrick attended IEP meetings for his daughter who has a 
disability, he resisted teachers and district leaders to get his daughter the services she needed.  
On one occasion he publicly alleged a teacher withheld accommodations from his daughter. 
Years later he became principal of the school where the teacher worked; she subsequently 
requested and was granted a transfer.  As parents of children with disabilities, these participants’ 
awareness as to when and how to enact resistance worked in tandem with their ‘inner eye’, 
allowing them to see and work cognitively through contradictions embedded in their roles and 
belief systems. 
Resistance through school leadership can take varied forms (Theoharis, 2004).  
Consistent with Strachan’s (1997) assertion regarding manifold forms of resistance, Ramona’s 
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and Garrick’s resistance in the above discussion was based on the refusal to be hushed about 
salient issues adversely affecting students with disabilities, including their own child.  Theoharis 
(2004), in a critical, qualitative study of principals who identified as social justice leaders, 
suggested a three-pronged framework of resistance.  These three types of resistance comprised 
resistance principals enact, face, and develop.  For the purposes of this study, focal is the 
resistance principals enact.  Some principals in Theoharis’s (2004) study enacted resistance 
against the marginalization of particular students by improving school structures and 
strengthening school culture and community, practices similarly engaged by some participants in 
this study.   
Citing McLaren (1985), Theoharis (2004) defined resistance that principals enact as 
oppositional behavior that takes the shape of rituals embedded in daily practice.  McLaren (1985) 
defined rituals of resistance as symbolic action consisting of the (sometimes) subtle negation of 
meanings that attempts to deconstruct discriminatory institutionalized structures and practices of 
schooling.  Further, McLaren (1985) suggested “tensions are mobilized for the purpose of 
rupturing the culturally axiomatic rules of the school and subverting the grammars of mainstream 
discourse” (p. 87).  Some participants in this study enacted resistance against inequitable 
funding, pedagogical practices, and other discriminatory and oppressive structures to transform 
their schools into inclusive spaces that respected and valued student diversity.  In addition, some 
conceptions of identity were activated through their inclination to resist. 
Leadership Identity  
According to Deaux (1993), “identity lends itself to a variety of interpretations” (p. 4) in 
everyday language and is used ubiquitously across disciplines.  The term identity is used in 
relation to a person’s sense of ‘self’ and is comprised of meanings connected to different roles 
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individuals enact (Stryker & Burke, 2000).  Stryker and Burke (2000) also argued, “identities are 
internalized role expectations” (p. 286) better understood as “cognitive schemas—internally 
stored information and meanings serving as frameworks for interpreting experience” (p. 286). 
Stets and Burke (2000) also affirmed identity is reflexive, embodied in many contradictory parts 
or selves as roles and can be invoked across a variety of situations or across persons in given 
situations.   
Furthermore, one’s social identity is connected to broader societal and organizational 
structures, as well as intergroup relations and role expectations (Ethier & Deaux, 1994; Abrams 
& Hogg, 1998; Tajfel, 1979).  In regards to this study, participants envisioned and experienced 
leadership as members of an in-group (a school principal) in comparison to other groups 
(students with disabilities, parents, teachers)  (Stets & Burke, 2000).  In this sense their 
leadership identity can also be understood as a professional identity role that shifted (i.e., 
capability, confidence, etc.) in relationship to their social identities and in response to others’ 
social identities.  Considering participants’ accounts of involvement with special education 
and/or disability, they conceived leadership identity through norms of compassion, learning, 
spirituality, and dis/abled-ness.  Participants who conceived leadership identity through a sense 
of spirituality and dis/abled-ness were more inclined to take risks and work toward socially 
transforming their schools.   
Spirituality as Identity  
Some participants experienced the conflation of involvement and identity through 
manifestations of their spiritual or religious beliefs.  Research has suggested leaders who drew 
upon their spirituality were more inclusive of students with disabilities (Keyes, Hanley-Maxwell, 
& Capper 1999).  Spirituality, defined by Pruzan (2013), is “an existential search for a deeper 
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self-understanding and meaning in life—and living in accordance with what one finds” (p. 35).  
Pruzan (2013) suggested Spiritual-Based Leadership (SBL) is undergirded by a “leader’s search 
for meaning, purpose and self-knowledge, based on one’s own spirituality” (p. 33).  For SBL, 
rationality and spirituality are intertwined and influence leaders’ sense of identity, purpose, 
vision, and success about themselves and their organization (Pruzan, 2013).  Further, Pruzan 
(2013) suggested SBL can expand “concepts of success to include unselfish service and respect 
for all those who are affected by their action” (p. 39), offering an orientation and discourse 
school leaders can employ from rational and emotional vantage points.  As such, findings from 
this study unpacked accounts and themes of awareness upon which organizational conflicts 
induced some participants to struggle with their spirituality while involving themselves in special 
education and/or disability.  While some participants invoked God or Christianity (i.e., Andrea, 
Frances) as foundational to their identity, others (i.e., Garrick, Ramona) wrestled with conflict 
between their involvement and spirituality, perceiving their involvement with students with 
disabilities as an enactment of spirituality. 
For Ramona, a Black principal at a school with a predominately Black student 
population, spirituality served as a source of inspiration, creativity, and transformative practice in 
special education.  According to Dantley (2005), African American “spirituality is a tool of 
connection and identity.  It forms notions of purpose and destiny as these are juxtaposed against 
an unhealthy nihilism that continually invades and chips at the psyche of many Black 
Americans” (p. 657).  Dantley (2005) argued spirituality is the impetus upon which 
transformative practices as projects of resistance emerge.  Moreover, Dantley (2005) claimed 
“projects of resistance include reconstructing the dehumanizing forms and oppressive rituals 
committed by those who wield economic and political power” (Dantley, 2005, p. 654).  Beset by 
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decrepit facility conditions for students with disabilities, Ramona’s public media feud against her 
district was a project of resistance.  Placing her job in peril, Ramona nonetheless believed as a 
Black leader she was held to a higher standard of service to God and the Black community.  
This study also revealed when some participants invoked spirituality as part of their 
identity, they more likely experienced involvement with students with disabilities and/or 
disability with a deeper sense of purpose and were more ardent about including children with 
diverse needs in various settings across their school.  In addition, this study suggests when 
principals feel empowered to lead through their spiritual convictions, they may be more 
spiritually and emotionally led to work with students regardless of dis/ability, resist structures 
that marginalize and oppress diverse students’ inclusion, and may be more actively engaged in 
transforming the social climate and culture of their school.  
Dis/abled-ness as Identity  
Ethier and Deaux (1994) suggested “the particular identity claimed can depend on 
situational cues that make an identity salient or that fit with one’s own priority” (p. 234). Deaux 
(1994) also noted when we use group labels to describe ourselves we are more apt to involve 
ourselves in a group’s culture, deepening our relational commitment toward and acceptance of 
attitudes and behaviors demonstrated by members of our in-group.  Additionally, ownership of 
our social identities is increasingly changeable the longer we remain connected to particular 
social contexts (Ethier & Deaux, 1994).  Considering all participants in this study led a cluster 
school with varied exceptional student education programs and at different points in their 
careers, there may have been a greater likelihood their involvement in special education 
programs deepened their acceptance of and commitment toward educating students with 
disabilities.  
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Given participants’ accounts, some conceived their leadership identity as a person with a 
disability and/or as a parent of child with a disability.  Invoking experiences and meanings 
attributed to their dis/abled-ness as they worked in special education, some participants conveyed 
they were able to relate to and possessed a stronger affinity for students with disabilities and their 
parents.  Furthermore, they expressed responsibility to ensure students with disabilities and their 
families were treated fairly, equitably, and with dignity.  Findings suggest some participants 
identified as having a disability (Garrick, Vincent) and as advocates for children with disabilities 
through their role as parents of children with disabilities (Garrick, Ramona).  A discussion of 
disability identity and parents of children with disabilities follows.  
Persons with disabilities.  Dunn and Burcaw (2013) suggested disability functions 
similarly to other forms of people’s sense of self or identity (e.g., race, gender, sexuality, etc.) 
and is adduced when or because of social difference (i.e., identity roles, characteristics, markers).  
Furthermore, Dunn and Burcaw (2013) argued, “an individual’s disability identity might be 
activated” (p. 149) in certain social contexts when or where their social difference is confronted 
(e.g., an inaccessible building, curriculum, social activity, etc.).  Disability identity also includes 
a bond or community with others with disabilities (Dunn & Burcaw, 2013; Putman, 2005).  As 
such, Vincent and Garrick discussed how they would talk about their disability, sharing personal 
struggles and frustrations, to empathize and build relationships with students with disabilities and 
their parents.  These participants understood and used their experiences and identity to influence 
their involvement with students with disabilities.  
Disability as an identity allowed participants to see discrimination that otherwise was 
invisible.  Dunn and Burcaw (2013) and Putman (2005) suggested people who identity with 
disability are aware of, recognize, and are targets of “biased, prejudiced, and unfair treatment 
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within daily life” (Dunn & Burcaw, 2013, p. 150).  Furthermore, Dunn and Burcaw (2013) 
argued: 
As an element of disability identity, discrimination makes people with disabilities aware 
of inequality where social opportunities and economic resources are concerned. In some 
cases, this awareness can galvanize resolve and foster social activism on behalf of 
themselves or other persons with disabilities. (p. 150)  
 This study suggests school principals who identity with disability are more likely 
cognizant of and predisposed to recognizing and safeguarding against inequality within their 
schools.  This awareness is potentially influenced by an understanding of the personal courage it 
takes to engage in activism and resistance on behalf of students with disabilities.  Given some 
participants’ identity experiences through their own dis/abled-ness, they were able to advocate, 
resist social structures, and thus demonstrate deeper levels of involvement than other 
participants.  Further, taking into account their own disability experiences, these participants 
engaged in more nuanced critical reflection than their non-disabled counterparts, discussing 
specific decision-making considerations and actions involving improvements to school 
procedures and practices and socially transformative experiences for all students and staff.   
Culminations of these experiences were rooted in their desire to ensure increased presence and 
inclusion of students with disabilities in their school culture.  Interestingly, participants who 
experienced identity through their child’s dis/abled-ness revealed similar, if not increasingly 
intense, enactments of involvement in special education and disability. 
Parents of children with disabilities.  Some participants in this study experienced an 
identity of dis/abled-ness through their role as a parent of child with a disability.  Through this 
identity lens they learned how to advocate for their own child’s rights.  Over time, having 
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experienced the pressures of advocating for their child in public and educational settings, they 
became more keenly aware of and sensitive to the challenges facing students with disabilities.  
Furthermore, as they progressed in their careers toward the principalship alongside of parenting 
their child with a disability, they understood the influence their role and knowledge as principals 
yielded on the lives and education of students with disabilities.  Research on parent advocates 
suggested gradual awareness political issues surrounding special education and disability as they 
fought to secure educative rights and services for their own children that led to wider communal 
pursuit of advocacy (Zaretsky, 2005).  
In a qualitative thematic study of parent advocates and principal perceptions of 
knowledge and identity in special education, Zaretsky (2005) interviewed and conducted focus 
groups of parent advocates and principals in Canada.  Zaretsky’s (2005) findings suggested 
parent advocates and principals understood “they must better attend to what is happening in their 
interactions inside the parent-school arena” (p. 38).  In addition, she found “parent advocates 
merged their personal and professional identities, enjoining their parental selves with their 
political selves resulting in a more pronounced form of social and political activism” (Zaretsky, 
2005, p. 32).  This merger of the personal and professional was ostensible in findings from this 
study.  For example, Ramona perceived her status as “gatekeeper in the handicapped” pertinent 
to her role as parent and principal.  Within these conjoined roles—and identities—Ramona felt 
compelled to be an activist for her child in public and at school, as well as the students with 
disabilities she was responsible for leading.  
Additionally, Zaretsky (2005) suggested parent advocates sought to empower other 
parents and improve the quality of education services and experiences for students with 
disabilities.  Participants in Zaretsky’s (2005) study also asserted parents’ knowledge of their 
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own children should be valued and considered important to the decision-making process 
regarding educational programing and services.  This was consistent with Garrick’s practice of 
empathic listening as he attended IEP meetings at his schools.  He shared why and how his own 
experiences as a student with a disability and parent of a child with a disability helped build 
rapport and empower students and parents of children with disabilities.  Furthermore, it was a 
priority for Garrick to improve the quality of educational experiences of students with disabilities 
at schools he led.  Garrick performed acts of advocacy and student empowerment through 
initiatives such as a student-run coffee shop and inclusive lunches.  
This study reveals how participants’ conceptions of their involvement in special 
education and leadership identity were shaped significantly by personal experiences, especially 
for participants who parented a child with a disability.  Participants shared how their experiences 
fundamentally altered the ways they perceived themselves, their role as school leader, and others 
with disabilities.  Shifts in their perspectives about disability and professional involvement with 
students with disabilities drove their efforts to change the social milieu of their school toward the 
inclusion and respect of student diversity.  Zaretsky (2005) asserted we need to “better recognize 
and celebrate student differences, diversity, strengths, and talents” (p. 34).  Additionally, she 
suggested advocates “viewed disability more as a manifestation of human difference...preferred 
to focus on the social structures they considered to be the real barriers to inclusion” (p. 34).  That 
said, through one’s role as a school principal, involvement in special education and/or disability, 
coupled with personal experience with dis/abled-ness, principals can lead toward more inclusive 
and humanistic schools. 
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Implications for Leadership Preparation  
 Researchers and educational leadership development programs may consider the findings 
presented within this study significant.   This study can encourage discussion with regards to the 
ways in which individuals are recruited and prepared to lead schools, focusing selection and 
preparation conversations around how aspiring leaders understand role expectations associated 
with leadership in special education.  Among potential difficulties leadership preparation 
programs may face is the ability to lessen tensions leadership aspirants feel in their quest to claim 
social membership to certain groups prior to and while in the process of being trained to become 
school leaders.  Leadership preparation programs can help future leaders better understand 
“social meanings associated with [identity] categories” (Deaux, 1993, p. 4) that may limit how 
they see themselves in relation to certain groups of students they will lead.  As such, the 
provocation of different conversations and ways of helping future leaders to acknowledge the 
experiences of groups of students who would otherwise go unnoticed.  However, as Hogg, Terry, 
and White (1995) suggested, this process requires individuals undergo a process of 
depersonalization in order to help them envision themselves otherwise.  Moreover, this would 
help move future leaders toward a subjective orientation and away from the objectivist stance of 
seeing students as abled, not-abled, dis/abled, and thus othered.  In doing so, leadership 
preparation programs can likely increase the commitment future leaders may enact towards 
special education programs and students with disabilities.   
 Preparing future leaders to be involved in special education is influenced by their 
knowledge of special education and disability (McHatton et al., 2010; Wakeman et al., 2006 
Zaretsky, 2008).  The level of personal experience school leaders have with individuals with 
disabilities also influences the level of engagement they have in special education and students 
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with disabilities (Lasky & Karge, 2006; Stevenson-Jacobson, 2006; Wakeman et al., 2006; 
Zaretsky et al., 2008).  Both factors are influential toward building leaders who are confident to 
lead in special education.  Further, leadership preparation programs can focus recruitment efforts 
on targeting educators with prior experiences (professional and personal) with individuals with 
disabilities.  
 In addition, taking into account the importance of identity development in leadership 
development, Hyle (1991) suggested, “through analysis of the inner eye and challenging of 
ingrained perceptions, a different reality of public education and public school administration 
can be revealed” (p. 5).  Similar to positions advanced by Anderson (1990) and Hyle (1991), this 
research illustrates how a leader’s inner eye, or their (in)ability to respond efficaciously to a wide 
range of social phenomena, can evolve.  Moreover, if leadership preparation programs were to 
place emphasis on designing experiences aimed at helping future leaders examine and 
(re)construct their own and others sense of identity, including disability, they may work toward 
constructing more inclusive and potentially equitable schooling experiences for students with 
disabilities.   
 Consequently, Ellison (1993) purported our desire to feel valued and important is not just 
a matter of being able to identify with a group; it also results from a group’s reception of us as 
individuals, enhancing our actions “to promote acceptance through appropriate behavioral 
enactments…fulfilling (sic)[our] need to feel competent” (cited in Stets & Burke, 2000, p. 233).  
Research that interrogates closer the extent which principals are socialized for leadership not 
only in educational leadership programs but more broadly within disparate organizational 
contexts (at district-level and school-based settings) can help establish a better understanding of 
how they come to affirm their sense of organizational identity.  Schools are places wherein many 
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organizational structures exist and principals play integral role managing discourses and 
interactions between organizational members.  Further, leadership preparation programs can 
concomitantly unpack processes principals undergo in how they and others perceive them as 
professionals.  
Implications For Future Research  
In this study phenomenography is utilized to interrogate how retired principals conceived 
of their involvement in special education and/or disability and their experiences of leadership 
identity.  Research that interrogates influences of principals’ involvement in special education, 
unpacks their expanded sense of awareness illuminating the (in)attention they provide to students 
with disabilities, and what they desire to achieve from their involvement in this area of 
leadership is warranted.   
There is noteworthy need for continued research into understanding how notions of 
identity affect principals’ leadership of students with disabilities.  When having to deal with 
issues specific to special education and students with disabilities, principals may be required to 
advocate for and resist social structures that obstruct or suppress the humanity, respect, and 
inclusion of students with disabilities.  Increased understanding of why and how principals’ 
identity is conceptualized and legitimated to resolve internal and external conflicts when leading 
in special education can be useful.  Such knowledge may promote more principals’ receptiveness 
and adaptability to dealing with issues and students in special education regardless of their (lack 
of) experiences with disability and formal leadership preparation.  
Moreover, future research should seek to address the unique positionality of principals 
(and other school leaders) who are parents of a child(ren) with a disability/ies.  As this study 
suggests, principals who had a child with a disability appeared to be more involved in special 
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education and/or disability—in ways more subtle than participants who did not have a child with 
a disability.  The former led in ways suggestive of a social justice orientation (Theoharis, 2004, 
2007).  Having spent years advocating for and confronting social and educational inequities that 
adversely impacted their own child, these principals were driven by deeper moral and equity 
beliefs centered on the inclusion and assurance all students’ educational rights and personhood 
was worth jeopardizing their own career.  Further, the role principals who have a child a with 
disability may play when enacting a social justice orientation can potentially offer revised or a 
new of way of envisioning leadership research and preparation, particularly for researchers 
interested in better understanding leadership in special education. 
Research exploring the effects of a principal’s spirituality and spiritually based leadership 
(Pruzan, 2013) in special education is scant.  Additionally, given the dearth of literature on this 
topic in educational leadership, researchers might consider insights about spirituality offered by 
Keyes et al. (1999).  They suggested spirituality can be reflected though: personal struggle; 
centering decisions upon the dignity and worth of others; blurring of the personal and 
professional; assuming others do their best; listening; and belief in dreams.  Several of these 
characteristics are present in some of the findings from this study.  More research on the 
influence spirituality has on principals’ involvement in special education and with students with 
disabilities can shed light on principals’ beliefs and motivations about disability and inclusion.  
As such, this focus of research may provide nuanced theoretical and practical dimensions of 
educational leadership in this area.  Moreover, considering the growing number of minoritized 
school leaders chosen to lead inner city schools amid increasing minoritized student populations, 
it may be benefit researchers to explore the role spirituality plays among Black school leaders.  
As Dantley’s (2005) research suggested, Black school leaders, especially their spiritual 
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orientation, can (and should) be considered in future research that examines educational leaders’ 
involvement in special education.  
Finally, a phenomenographic approach to analyzing data in the field of educational 
leadership can provide a different methodological tool for unearthing robust understanding into 
varied insights and meanings specific to how leadership phenomena are experienced, especially 
how participants describe and experience phenomena through their attendant state of awareness.  
For the purposes of this study, this approach was grounded in variation in meanings connected to 
participants’ experiences of involvement in special education and/or disability and their 
leadership identity.  Future research on this topic may utilize this method to examine variation in 
meaning across a sample of participants that can include district-level leaders, other site-based 
based leaders such as assistant principals and teacher leaders, parent advocates, student leaders, 
and community leaders.  
Researcher Reflections of Study  
Embarking on an academic sojourn through a doctoral program presented many 
gratifying and disquieting experiences, each providing opportunity for collaborative growth and 
deeper understanding of educational leadership research.  These accumulative experiences 
broadened the epistemic vistas of my scholarly imagination.  Given such, this pithy reflection 
provides a forum for me, as researcher, to engage discussion about personal learning and 
thoughtful (re)examination of experiences, lingering questions, and eureka moments 
underpinning this study.  An appraisal of the learning, personal, and professional experiences I 
gained from this process rests on the interpretive value I accredit to them.  
Foremost to the personal value of this study are insights and experiences participants 
graciously shared about their work with students with disabilities and the ways in which they 
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viewed themselves and others through their life experiences.  When listening to participants 
relate their involvement experiences with students with disabilities, I was amazed by their 
candor—their seemingly uninhibited reflections about accompanying aspects of their personal 
lives that helped provide context for their leadership involvement and identity accounts.  During 
and after interviewing, I reflected on how my experiences teaching and providing leadership in 
special education influenced my role as researcher and interpretations I brought to the analysis.  
Given participants accounts, I also reflected upon the many ways principals are required to 
respond to policies and procedures when educating students with disabilities.  This sometimes 
framed how the participants talked about how they experienced their leadership role and identity. 
Reflections on Interviewing and Data Collection 
Janesick (2011) affirmed “interviewing is a meeting of two persons to exchange 
information and ideas through questions and responses, resulting in communication and joint 
construction of meaning about a particular topic” (p. 100).  In this study I employed semi-
structured, in-depth interviews to allow for intentional questioning and deeper understanding of 
the phenomena under exploration.  From the beginning (first point of contact) and throughout 
difference points of the data collection process I aimed to create a good rapport and connection 
with participants.  Some participants were more open and elaborative than others.  They were 
conversant in the delivery of their accounts and provided a broader range reflections based on 
their experiences.  Others provided less detailed examples and tended to repeat stories.  I enjoyed 
meeting with all of my participants, each had their own unique views, joys, and frustrations to 
share.  I felt they all took pride in their work and were eager to share their experiences.  While 
participants occasionally expressed sadness or anxiety when sharing certain stories, overall they 
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appeared positive about their work as school leaders and did not require additional support when 
reflecting on difficult moments throughout the interview process.   
Participants were very accommodative to meeting at a desirable location that worked 
mainly for me, though it was by no means an expectation I requested of them.  All appeared 
concerned at times about their ability to answer interview questions acceptably, either asking me 
to repeat question when they “lost track” of their thoughts or when directly asking, “Did I answer 
your question?”  To the former experience I would simply pause and wait for participants to 
recapture their thoughts; to the latter I would politely respond there was no “incorrect” way to 
answer any question posed.  I encouraged and supported their responses and thanked them when 
and where necessary during the interviews to convey appreciation of their efforts.  On occasion 
we laughed when participants discussed an experience we found hilarious.  These moments 
softened the atmosphere, allowing us to continue the interviewing and data collection process at 
ease.    
Additionally, while conducting this study, I was moved by Ramona’s account regarding 
the inner moral and spiritual conflicts she experienced when responding to the plight of Black 
males identified as ESE in her school.  As a special educator and Black male, Ramona’s 
reflection reminded me of how I felt distressed when young Black males for whom I was an ESE 
case manager were (unfairly) disciplined and, consequently, sometimes placed at alternative 
schools.  Considering Ramona’s account and my own personal experiences, I believe 
participants’ lack of discussion about their experiences with young Black males identified 
disabled merits continued research and critical reflection on behalf of school leaders and 
researchers concerned with how leaders interact and identify with minoritized students with 
disabilities.  
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Finally, during member checking as I provided participants with copies of their 
transcripts they seemed uninterested in reading their own words, saying they “trusted” me.  I was 
surprised by their disinterest in reviewing their transcripts.  Nonetheless, I proceeded with 
member checking by referring back to excerpts from the transcripts, reading what they had said, 
and asked for clarity.  In the future, I may provide participants with a data summary as described 
by Koelsch’s (2013) member checking approach.  Koelsch (2013) recommended conducting a 
member check interview in which “the participant is provided with relevant sections of a 
research report and is invited to comment...Typically, the focus is on the content of the 
participant’s experiences, emotions, and thoughts” (p. 170).  
Reflections on Data Analysis  
 A phenomenographic approach to data analysis requires researchers to not only pursue 
similarity in how participants affix meaning to an experience but also difference.  While I 
outlined steps I took to analyze the data, grouping categories of description based on their 
similarity proved less difficult than finding variation across them.  The analytic task demanded 
rigorous engagement in the iterative process—the deliberative act of (re)reading and 
(re)examining data.  At times I felt exasperated as I pursued information that did not uncover the 
conceptual meanings I anticipated.  Yet, the more I engaged the iterative process, the more 
familiar I became with the data and was able to comprise findings in a trustworthy and 
comprehendible way for readers.   
Some participants’ repeated reference and invocation of God caused me to question the 
influence spirituality had on their involvement and identity.  As some participants professed their 
Christianity or mentioned God during the interviews, it was unclear for some how much 
spirituality or religion played role in their life or to their sense of identity.  Ramona, more than 
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other participants, repeated phrases such as “oh God” and “my God” while she reflected on 
difficult experiences, almost in a prayerful manner.  She mentioned she “prayed” sometimes 
when dealt with such experiences.  I reflected upon my own spirituality in this process.  As a 
Christian Black man, my faith guides how I envision myself and demonstrate love toward others.  
Having worked in a predominately white (and secular) public school system for most of my 
career, conversations about spiritually or God were rare.  Hearing these retired principals invoke 
their spirituality was surprising given my professional experiences.  I had to critically reflect 
upon how my own faith allowed or encouraged me to see spirituality in the data.  
Additionally, I was moved by how notions around disability influenced some 
participants’ own lives.  For some, having a disability and/or child with a disability offered a 
different awareness surrounding conceptions of involvement and identity.  Upon closer 
exploration of descriptions offered by two participants, who are parents of a child with disability, 
I endeavored to find literature on parents’ and principals’ perceptions of children with 
disabilities.  Through analyzing the data, I found these participants were more open to sharing 
with others challenges they faced as students and parents.  Analysis of their accounts revealed 
their involvement and identity was more in alignment with conceptions (and acts) of advocacy, 
resistance, and social transformation.  Learning this, I attempted to include literature on how 
school leaders with disabilities identify with and lead students with disabilities but could not find 
any.  I believed this genre of literature could have supported additional claims and discussion 
paramount to this study.  
Limitations of Study   
While the focus was on what and how educational leaders were influenced to be more or 
less involved in special education and how they accounted for their involvement was central to 
	 160 
this study, the research design presented multiple limitations.  How I defined “educational 
leaders” narrowed the sample size and resulted in few participants.  There may have been 
additional participants who considered themselves educational leaders and worked (in)directly in 
special education and with students with disabilities but did not fall within the selection 
classification.  Interested individuals may have declined to participate due to recruitment 
methods.  They may have spurned efforts to participate without having first received direct 
contact and information from the researcher.  Findings were specific to the limited number of 
participants from which this sample was drawn.  Provided some participants may not have 
responded to interview questions, particularly questions that elicited personal reflection on 
notions of identity, with complete candor, understanding, or self-reported only what they 
considered germane, findings may not have accurately portrayed the depth or richness of 
participants’ views and experiences.  Data available to analyze variation within and between 
participants’ experiences and meanings (conceptions) of involvement in special education and/or 
disability, as well as their leadership identities, may have limited the analysis of participants’ 
conceptions of leadership involvement and identity in this study.   
Finally, all participants who agreed to participate in this study had experience leading 
ESE programs at schools designated cluster sites in their school district.  Given the nature of this 
study (involvement in special education and disability), former principals with this type of 
experience may have been more inclined to participate due to their leadership role at an ESE 
cluster school.  Principals who led at schools that did not have these types of ESE programs may 
have been less amenable to participate due to their lack of or limited experiences with leading 
ESE programs and students with disabilities.  
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Conclusion  
In this study I aimed to understand educational leadership with regards to special 
education.  I chose to focus on the experiences of former principals, particularly how they 
involved themselves as an administrator in special education and with students identified or 
identifying as disabled.  More pointedly, I was interested in better understanding what compels 
principals to be attentive to special education and conceptions of leadership identity they 
construct in accounting for their attentiveness and overall involvement in this leadership role.  
This study found former principals accounted for their involvement with special 
education and/or disability through professional responses, taking risks, and working toward the 
social transformation of their schools—that is, building a more inclusive and respectful school 
culture.  Participants experienced involvement as active presence (participatory modeling and 
demystifying other(ness)), critical reflection (empathic dissonance, recursive, reflective 
adaptation, and tempered acceptance), advocacy (facilitative (peer) advocacy and promoting self-
efficacy), and resistance (reimagining disability, children are (not simply) children, and 
fratricidal resistance).  Furthermore, participants constructed identity through compassion 
(relationship builder and community builder), learning (knowledge bearer and leader-follower), 
spirituality (inclusive humanist and moral apologist), and dis/abled-ness (dis/abled advocate and 
dis/abled parent advocate).  In addition, findings suggested principal involvement in special 
education is influenced by their experiences with disability and relationships with individuals 
with disabilities.   
Given current demands placed on public schools by policies such as No Child Left 
Behind (2002) that hold school leaders accountable for every child’s learning through 
measurement and reporting of student subgroups, including various ESE subgroups (DiPoala & 
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Walter-Thomas, 2003), principals are increasingly called to be involved in special education 
programs and with students with disabilities.  Findings from this study illuminate ways five 
principals engaged in various forms of involvement as they attempted to improve or better 
understand not only their leadership practice but also the educational experiences of students 
with disabilities within their in schools.  In some instances instituting school-wide changes for 
these students required principals to engage in advocacy.  
Involving themselves in special education and understanding their experiences through 
different levels of awareness, participants in this study experienced and activated their identities 
in ways that (re)affirmed their beliefs toward improving the educational experiences and lives of 
students with disabilities.  Furthermore, participants’ accounts illustrate variation in the ways 
they actively sought to (re)construct their identities as their involvement in special education and 
students with disabilities changed over the course of their careers.  Lumby and English (2009) 
suggested research that explores leadership identity can potentially fill a void in educational 
leadership development while helping educational leaders establish a “sense of coherence, worth, 
and belonging...” (p. 95).  This study illuminates the importance of understanding identity as it 
relates to the principalship and how notions of identity work to influence a principal’s 
involvement in special education programs and students.  Dillard (1995) argued, 
The actions of effective school leaders are grounded in subjective interpretations and 
understandings arising from personal biographies, which are always located in a more 
collective (and sometimes connected) history of their cultural groups...located in these 
experiences are more particular socially and culturally constructed identities that have 
important consequences for individual perceptions of the self...we must structure in-depth 
personal and social examinations and engage in pedagogy that allows necessary 
	 163 
reconstructions of the way that leadership is influenced and shaped by our own personal 
and social identity constructions and policy. (p. 558) 
 Furthermore, according to Riehl (2009), “If practice is connected to identity then it 
matters who administrators are” (p. 191).  Findings from this study contribute to literature on 
education leadership, special education, and identity.  Further, this study provides context for 
better apprehending pervasive sociological understandings of leadership practice, particularized 
norms and routines of schools in which leaders perform and impart organizational expectations, 
and how individual choices and actions enacted by leaders (and others) can transform schools 
(Riehl, 2009).  Through one’s role as a school principal, involvement in special education and/or 
disability, coupled with personal experience with dis/abled-ness, principals can lead toward more 
humanistic and inclusive schools. 
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APPENDIX A 
 
IRB INFORMED CONSENT  
 
 
 
 
Informed Consent to Participate in Research Involving Minimal Risk and 
Authorization to Collect, Use and Share Your Health Information 
 
Pro # 00029953 
 
You are being asked to take part in a research study. Research studies include only people who 
choose to take part. This document is called an informed consent form. Please read this 
information carefully and take your time making your decision. Ask the researcher or study staff 
to discuss this consent form with you, please ask him/her to explain any words or information 
you do not clearly understand. We encourage you to talk with your family and friends before you 
decide to take part in this research study. The nature of the study, risks, inconveniences, 
discomforts, and other important information about the study are listed below. 
 
We are asking you to take part in a research study called:  
Accounts of Leadership Identities and Involvement With Disability and Special Education  
The person who is in charge of this research study is Roderick Jones. This person is called the 
Principal Investigator. However, other research staff may be involved and can act on behalf of 
the person in charge.  Drs. Vonzell Agosto and William Black are guiding him in this research.   
The research will be conducted at an agreed upon location.  
 
Purpose of the study 
The purpose of the study is to better understand how those in educational leadership become 
involved in special education and with students (identified or identifying) as disabled.  
 
Why are you being asked to take part? 
We are asking you to take part in this research study because you have worked in a leadership 
role in special education and/or with students with disabilities.   
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Study Procedures:  
If you take part in this study, you will be asked to:  
● Meet with a researcher at an agreed upon location;  	
● Participate in two interviews regarding your experiences working with students with 
disabilities;   	
● The expected duration of the both interviews will be 1-2 hours in addition to being 
observed if you so desire, totaling no more than 4 hours. 	
● Allow the principal investigator to contact you  between interviews to clarify information 
or seek your feedback on initial interpretations.	
● Be aware that all interviews will be audiotaped for use by the principal investigator and 
destroyed upon completion of the study.  Pseudonyms will be used throughout the research 
process and in any resulting publications.	
Total Number of Participants 
About 4-6 individuals will take part in this study at USF.  
Alternatives / Voluntary Participation / Withdrawal 
You do not have to participate in this research study.  
Benefits 
The potential benefits of participating in this research study include: 
● The development of a deeper understanding of how your professional and leadership 
identity affects your leadership practice for students with disabilities.	
● An increased ability to share with others in educational leadership roles an understanding 
of your professional and leadership identity development, thus facilitating improvement in 
colleagues’ leadership practices. 	
Risks or Discomfort 
The risks associated with this study are the same as what you face every day, discomfort sharing 
information about you and your leadership experience. There are no known additional risks to 
those who take part in this study. 
Compensation 
You will receive no payment or other compensation for taking part in this study. 
Costs  
It will not cost you anything to take part in the study.  
Privacy and Confidentiality 
Records such a sign consent forms will be kept private and confidential.  Certain people may 
need to see your study records.  Anyone who looks at your records must keep them confidential.  
These individuals include: 
● The research team, including the Principal Investigator and the faculty advisors.	
● Certain government and university people who need to know more about the study, and 
individuals who provide oversight to ensure that we are doing the study in the right way.  	
● Any agency of the federal, state, or local government that regulates this research.  	
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● The USF Institutional Review Board (IRB) and related staff who have oversight 
responsibilities for this study, including staff in USF Research Integrity and Compliance.	
We may publish what we learn from this study.  If we do, we will not include your name.  We 
will not publish anything that would let people know who you are.   
You can get the answers to your questions, concerns, or complaints  
If you have any questions, concerns or complaints about this study, or experience an 
unanticipated problem, call Roderick Jones at (813) 777-7641. 
If you have questions about your rights as a participant in this study, or have complaints, 
concerns or issues you want to discuss with someone outside the research, call the USF IRB at 
(813) 974-5638 or contact by email at RSCH-IRB@usf.edu.  
Consent to Take Part in this Research Study 
I freely give my consent to take part in this study. I understand that by signing this form I am 
agreeing to take part in research. I have received a copy of this form to take with me. 
_____________________________________________ ____________ 
tignature of Person Taking Part in Study Date 
__________________________________________ 
Printed Name of Person Taking Part in Study 
Statement of Person Obtaining Informed Consent  
I have carefully explained to the person taking part in the study what he or she can expect from 
their participation. I confirm that this research subject speaks the language that was used to 
explain this research and is receiving an informed consent form in their primary language. This 
research subject has provided legally effective informed consent.   
________________________________________________________________________ 
Signature of Person obtaining Informed Consent                      Date 
 
________________________________________________________________________           
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APPENDIX B 
 
RECRUITMENT EMAIL 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pro# 00029953 
 
Greetings,  
 
My name is Roderick Jones, and I am an education researcher from the University of South Florida.  This 
email is part of a recruitment process for my dissertation study entitled: Accounts of Leadership Identities 
and Involvement in Special Education and Disability.  The purpose of this study is to explore reflections of 
former principals’ leadership involvement in special education. You are being considered for this study 
because of your former role as an administrator.  Your participation in this study is completely voluntary.  
If you choose to participate, your involvement will include two interviews, each lasting approximately one 
hour in length.  If you would like to be considered for inclusion in this study, I ask that you please contact 
me at rjjones2@mail.usf.edu.  
  
Sincerely, 
Roderick Jones  
University of South Florida 
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APPENDIX C 
 
SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 1 
 
1. Tell me about your first experience with someone with a disability? 
2. How do you think the general population views disability? 
3. Do you think that (view) presents challenges for students with disabilities? 
4. How were you prepared to serve students with disabilities? 
5. Tell me about some of your experiences with students with disabilities? 
6. How do you view your role in supporting students with disabilities? 
7. What are some challenges you saw students with disabilities face in your school? 
8. Tell me about a time you were unsure you did the right thing(s) for a student(s) with a 
disability? 	  
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APPENDIX D  
 
SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 2  
 
1. How does your experiences with disability influence your sense of identity (who and how 
you see yourself as a person and as a leader)?  
2. Was there ever a time when your sense of who you are/were did not align with how you 
expected to lead students with disabilities? 
3. What are some beliefs that led you to have these views about yourself in relation to your 
leadership in special education? Why do you think this is so? 
4. What were some experiences that led you have these views? Why do those experiences 
stand out to you? 
5. How did those experiences make you feel or think about yourself as an administrator?  
6. Explain more ways you were involved (e.g., your social involvement, your emotional 
involvement, community-based involvement, etc.) in leading special education and 
students with disabilities?  
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